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ABSTRACT
This Church Growth study examines early American Methodism (EAM) by means of a
detailed descriptive-historical analysis to discover causes for numerical growth and decline. The
research separates EAM into regions. Each region is analyzed individually and is compared to
other regions. To determine regional patterns, the circuits are grouped within their respective
state boundaries and listed on tables. State membership totals are derived from the tables.
Memberships from states in the same region are charted together so regional membership
pattems can be discerned.
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on EAM so institutional growth factors can be listed and
categorized. The chapter divides the literature into macro and micro studies.
Chapter 4 develops a theoretical framework that can be used by other Church Growth
studies. It is based on anthropological concepts of cultural adaptation, effective organization
theory, and the local-national, contextual-institutional factor model.
In Chapter 6, the massive southem membership decline of the 1790s is scrutinized
because it occurred at a time when EAM was growing in the northem regions. The analysis
demonstrates the regional nature ofEAM growth and the interplay between institutional and
contextual factors.
Chapter 8 examines EAM growth and decline in terms ofDean Kelley's thesis, and the
sect-to-church theory as interpreted by H. Richard Niebuhr. It is argued that EAM had a
missionary character and an effective organization, and it was socially strong. These institutional
factors are interdependent variables that foster numerical growth. They are affected by negative
contextual factors but are not neutralized by them because they require the church to adapt to its
context. Specifically, contextualization and adaptation are key components ofmissionary
character and effective organization. Likewise, a socially strong church is purpose-driven and
motivated by a shared vision that grips the membership and focuses it on a common task. A
church cannot have a missionary character, as defined by this study, without being socially
strong. This is the central insight of this dissertation and it is offered as a general theorem.
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CHAPTER 1
The Case for This Study
In the preface to Why the Marvelous (Fomier) Success ofMethodism (Atwood 1884:v),
the Rev. J. L. Sooy recounted the glorious rise ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church (MEC). He
wrote:
The history ofAmerican Methodism is without a parallel in modem times. Not only is
she the leading Protestant Church in numerical strength; not only do the figvires show
that, while the population ofthe United States has increased durmg the last century about
sixteen-fold, Methodism has increased her numerical strength more than
five-hundred-fold but "virtue has gone out" of her to every Christian sect that has
"touched the hem of her garment." Therefore, at the end of this her first century of
organized ecclesiastical life, no question assumes such importance as this: What are the
causes of this phenomenalprogress and success?^
Table 1.1 and the ensuing discussion will undergird Sooy's exuberance with statistical
and historical facts related his original question. The table shows Methodist growth in
proportion to the growth ofthe American population. It should be noted that the rate of
Methodist growth exceeded that of the general population in all but one decade, 1790-1800.
When the growth rate ofMethodist membership is compared with the growth rate of the general
population, the progress ofMethodism is clearly seen. In 1770, Methodism was so infinitesimal
that it did not compare wdth the American population. By 1790, Methodist membership equaled
1.48 percent of the total population. By 1820, that percentage increased to 2.7 percent. By 1843,
the high-water mark of 6.49 percent was reached. The percentage ofthe American population
who belonged to the MEC in 1843 was larger than the percentage ofAmericans who participated
in all churches in 1800 (cf Finke and Stark 1986, 1989, 1992, and Latourette 1941:341).
' Actually, his computations were not correct. In 1784, there were 15,071 Methodists. In
1884, there were 2,906,691 Methodists on the combined rolls of the MEC, the MEC South and
the Methodist Protestant Church (see Methodist Fact Book 1960:192). That equals 190-fold
growth or 19,033 percent growth. The estimated population for America in 1780, was 2,781,000.
The population ofthe United States in 1860 was 31,443,321 (see Bureau of the Census,
Historical Statistics ofthe United States 1789-1945 1945:25). That equals an 1 1-fold growth or
a 1,130 percent growth.
2Table 1
A Growth Comparison ofEarly American Methodist/MEC Membership and the U.S. General
Population in Terms of Percent Change
Year Methodist Percent U.S. Percent
Membership Change Population Change
1770 361 2,205,000
1780 8,546 2,267 2,781,000 26
1790 57,858 577 3,929,214 41
1800 65,181 13 5,808,483 46
1810 174,560 168 7,239,881 25
1820 257,736 100 9,638,020 33
1830 483,053 87 12,866,020 33
1840 883,709 83 17,069,453 33
Sources: Methodist Chvu-ch Council on World Service and Finance Department ofResearch
(1960:192) and Bureau ofthe Census (1945:25)
Assuming that Methodist birthrates were the same as those ofthe general population,
that Methodist immigrants did not significantly add to Methodist roUs,^ and that there was a very
low church adherence rate m America during the period in question, one can suppose that
Methodism increased m relationship to the total population primarily by means of conversion
growth.^
Within one generation of its founding in 1784, the MEC was the largest single
denomination in America. It had 20 percent more members than its nearest rival, the Baptists. It
was larger than the Episcopalian, Congregationalist, and Presbyterian churches combined.
Within 50 years after John Wesley sent the first Methodistmissionary to America (1769), more
2 Following 1 800, immigration and the annexation ofnew territories favored Roman
Catholicism. Immigration pattems began to switch from northem Europe to southem Europe,
and the westem frontier was loosely occupied by Spanish and French Roman Catholics.
^ McGavran distmguished three kmds of growth: biological, when a person is bom into a
Christian home and is confirmed into the faith; fransfer, when a Christian moves and affiliates
with a new local church; and conversion, when a non-Christian is brought into a saving
relationship with Christ and affiliates with a local church (1990:71-72).
3than one quarter of all fhe professing Christians in America, both Protestants and Roman
Catholics, claimed to be Methodists. The growth rate was so phenomenal that had it continued
for a few more generations, every American would have been won to Christ and an
overwhehning majorit>' would have been called Methodists (Coleman 1990: 18-19).
The question that Sooy asked at the time of the centennial celebration ofthe MEC in
America is still a viable and important question. "What are the causes of this phenomenal
progress and success?" Many denominational leaders, historians, and sociologists of religious
phenomena have addressed that question. Their conclusions differ in accordance with the
emphases of their disciplines and the purposes for which they recounted the story of early
American Methodism. By highlighting the story and by rumuiating on it, many church leaders
and scholars have expounded on the question. However, a definitive answer has not been
tendered.
The implications ofthe answer are enormous. If one can offer a conclusive answer to
Sooy's question and attach a generalizable principle to that answer, then one can suggest ways for
renewing United Methodism based on the original case study. This dissertation attempts to
accomplish that by use of an inter-disciplinary methodology in accordance with Church Growth
protocol.
Background to the Problem
The overall growth pattem of early American Methodism from its origins m America to
1844 is one of exceptional progress. This fact has been trumpeted and celebrated by many
historians and denominational ofBcials. However, the data that were used to establish this fact
are consolidated national growth statistics. The ensuing word picture characterizes the
institutional hagiography: like an ecclesiastical giant, American Methodism slowly rose out of a
sea of competing denominations so that it towered over the other churches. The giant was
4buoyed by growth factors that extolled aspects of institutional Methodism. They included the
work ofthe local preachers, the lifestyles of the circuit riders, the circuit system, evangelical
preaching, democratic theology, Arminianism, the doctrine of sanctification, episcopal
leadership, discipline, local organization, revivals, camp meetings, hymnody, the Book Concem,
and the blessings ofGod. In the mind ofthe many historians, the factors represent principles that
are derived from the success stor>' and are assumed to be causes for its growth.
Yet, there is a stinking inconsistency in Methodism's success story. Based on the growth
factors, the uniformit>' of the Methodist system," and the phenomenal growth ofthe
denomination, one might expect uniformed and consistent growth in all the geographical regions
in which Methodism labored during the time in question if the institutional growth factors were
independent variables that caused the phenomenal growth. In other words, the factors that
caused growth in one area shoiild have caused growth in every area. However, the growth data
do not bear this out. There were regions within early American Methodism that experienced
periods of significant decline during the time-frame of phenomenal denominational growth.
Even more surprisingly, the regional periods of decline shifted between the various regions, so
no single area had continuous growth or decline. By concentrating on the national statistics and
the institutional growth factors derived from them, the regional character of early American
Methodist growth and decline has been over-looked. More importantly, factors that caused
regional declines have been ignored. Consequently, a significant and important aspect of the
Methodist story has been neglected. Furthermore, because the assumed growth factors were
derived from national statistics that glossed over periods of regional decline, it is very probable
that the conclusions associated with them are misleading.
In early American Methodism the system was the same for all regions. The Disciplines
and the leadership required uniformity. Conferences enforced uniformity. Bishop Francis
Asbury, the father ofAmerican Methodism, moved the circuit riders from one region to another
on a regular basis to ensure that the movement maintained its national character.
5The Statement of the Problem
Tliis dissertation analyzes the growth data of early American Methodism from a regional
perspective to discover causes for numerical growth and decline so that a church growth theorem
can be articulated that will have relevance to modem Methodism.
Hypotheses
Hypothesis one: early American Methodist growth factors that are derived from national
growth statistics are unreliable to the extent that they ignore the regional character of Methodist
growth and are not tied to regional contextual data.
Hypothesis two: an mstitutional factor that positively mfluenced growth in one region of
early American Methodism at one time may have contributed to decline in another region at the
same time.
Hypothesis three: early American Methodist growth and decline happened within the
matrix of an amalgam of institutional and contextual factors.
Hypothesis four: regional membership declines occurred as the result of conflict or
tension between institutional and contextual factors.
Hypothesis five: early American Methodism grew when it had a missionary character
and an effective organization.
Hypothesis six: a focus on social issues hindered numerical growth when it disfracted
early American Methodism from the Great Commission, engendered conflict in the mstitution
and with the extemal environment, and tumed potential members in the targeted population away
from the church.
The Delimitations
This study excludes statistics related to the Canadian portions of the MEC, and the
portions ofthe MEC that resided in Canada are not counted as a part of early American
Methodism.^
6This study will not attempt to calculate the impact of spiritual factors (cf McGavran
1990:19)* that are related to the activity ofGod because there is no quantifiable method by which
to measure them. The study acknowledges that there is a spiritual dimension to church growth.
It assumes that God is sovereign and that God wants people to be brought into a saving
relationship with God's self in the context ofChristian community. Both the primary sources and
the Christian faith assume the activity of God working in, through, and on behalfof the church to
bring people to conviction, repentance, and salvation. The authors ofthe primary data
interpreted numerical growth to be a sign ofGod's approval. Revival is a sign of God's blessing.
That material will be referenced; however, it will be interpreted within the rubrics of this study.
Definition of Terms
The phrase "growth data" refers to the membership statistics that are listed in the
Minutes of the Methodist Conferences from 1773 through 1812 (MEC 1813). Membership data
for 1770 through 1772 are found in the Wesleyan Minutes (cf Chapter 3).
For the purposes of this research, the term "early American Methodism" refers to those
circuits in the American Colonies that became the United States and that were in fellowship with
and under the control of John Wesley before the Christmas Conference in 1784. After the
Christmas Conference, the term refers to the portions of the MEC that resided within the United
States ofAmerica and its territories.
^ Prior to the formation of the MEC in 1784, there was no formal Methodist presence in
Canada.
^ McGavran, Wagner, and others argued that spiritual factors are as important as
contextual and institutional factors. McGavran defined spiritual factors in terms of the sovereign
work ofthe Holy Spirit. The Holy Spuit is not confined to contextual or institutional limitations.
He acts in accordance wdth his will to bring about revival, awakenings, and church growth
(McGavran 1990:19). "This factor is the sovereign and nonsociological work of the Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit uses sociological factors but is not restricted to them, at least according to the
theological assumptions of the church growth movement. This, in itself, mcreases the
complexity of imderstanding ecclesiastical growth trends" (Wagner 1979:276). No one has
developed a scientifically verifiable method for measuring the affect of spiritual factors.
Usually, it is assumed that the work ofGod can be interpreted through the existing grid of
contextual and institutional factors.
7In this dissertation "institutional factors" and "contextual factors" distinguish between
early American Methodism and its surrounding historical, social, and cultural milieu. The terms
are used in contradistinction to each other. The Hartford Seminary Foundation popularized the
terminology (cf. Hoge and Roozen 1979). Contextual and institutional factors may favor church
growth or hinder it. Institutional factors are influenced by contextual factors, but are not
dependent upon them. Contextual factors are "those factors extemal to the denomination or
congregation that shape its future, -such as demographic changes in neighborhoods and falling or
rising birth rates among different populations" (Inskeep 1993:135). The organizational theory
aspect of this dissertation defines context and the related contextual factors in terms ofthe
environment of an open system. For the purposes ofthe hypotheses, this dissertation defmes
contextual factors as variables extemal to the institutions of early American Methodism that
affected its growth. Institutional factors are intemal to the organization and life of early
American Methodism. They include corporate culture, denominational priorities, policies,
theolog} . preaching style, personalities, organization, the work of local preachers, and anything
else that is derived from early American Methodism.
For the purpose of this study, "missionary character" is an institutional factor that
assumes two things. First, it assumes that a chiirch adapts itself to the prevailing pattems ofthe
culture in an effort to be indigenous. This allows the church to be relevant and meaningful.
When a church fits into the cultural pattems of the people, its forms do not obscure its words and
deeds or become an obstacle to growth. When something is indigenous, it is produced, grown or
lives naturally in a particular country or climate. Synonyms include native and autochthonous.
William Smalley defmed "indigenous church" as a group ofbelievers who live out their lives,
including their social Christian activity, in the pattems ofthe local society (1967: 150). The
literatiire on the indigenous church and contextualization is enormous.
8This concept can be illustrated by a mechanical analogy. Several gears must engage
before a shaft can tum. When the gears mesh, applied force will move the gears and tum the
shaft so that work is accomplished. If the gears do not mesh, force will still be applied but it will
meet with resistance. The gears will not tum the shaft efficiently and little work will be
accomplished. Indigeneity is a state in which the church and the cultvu-e mesh. When the force
of evangelism is applied, people respond and are discipled so that the work of church growth is
accomplished.
Second, missionary character assumes that the church has a Great Commission vision
and a buming zeal to disciple people into its fold. This has been referred to as the evangelistic
mandate (cf Glasser 1968:178-188, Bosch 1993:403 ff ). ft is based on the premise that God has
entmsted to the church the task of taking the gospel to all peoples in a coordinated effort to make
disciples.' Faithfulness to the Great Commission is a sign of fidelity. Obviously, there is a
Much has been written about the priorities of the church. McGavran and the Church
Growth movement argued for the primacy of disciple-making. According to McGavran, this was
a two-part process that included evangelism and perfecting. Social action was important.
However, it should not mitigate the church's primary focus and commitment to evangelism (cf
McGavran 1990:20-30 and the "Consultation on the Relationship between Evangelism and Social
Responsibility" 1982). The Church Growth position was harshly criticized as church extension
and bipolarism by many who advocated "holistic missions." Bosch represented many when he
argued the following points: evangelism is not an end in itself, the focus ofthe church should be
the Missio Dei, evangelism caimot be defmed in terms of its results or effectiveness, there is no
basis to prioritize evangelism over social action, evangelism is not the same as church growth,
and evangelism can never have a life of its own (1993:409-420). Bosch was particularly pointed
in his criticism ofChvirch Growth's emphasis on effectiveness and pragmatism. Additionally,
Bosch argued that the Great Commission emphasis on disciple-making is too narrow. "The
distinction between [the evangelistic mandate and/or disciplmg and the cultural mandate] puts
asunder what God has joined together. As it gives priority to the evangelistic mandate, it tends to
make the cultural one optional, hi the Great Commission, however, the particular phrase
'teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you' is to be understood as explicating the
imperative 'Go . . . and make disciples.' People are made disciples by leaming tofollow Jesus,
that is, by leaming to do what he has commanded" (1987: 187). Bosch and others who had a low
view ofthe instittitional form ofthe church, cringed at the thought ofmaking it a goal of
evangelism.
In faimess to McGavran and to early American Methodism, membership m the
institutional church was not the goal of the evangelism process. A disciple was defined in terms
of faith in Christ and lifestyle commitment. Perfecting and evangelism went together. A disciple
was a "kingdom" person. It was assumed that the local church was the place where discipleship
9positive relationship between the work ofmaking disciples and the inevitability of church
growth. Two principle characteristics of a Great Commission church are emphases on disciple
making and church growth.*
An "effective organization" is measured in tenns of output. The outputs of an
organization reflect its vision, goals, and priorities. An effective organization articulates its
priorities and develops processes to achieve them, so that it maximizes output potential within a
given environment. How well an organization adapts to its environment as it accomplishes its
purposes is another indicator of effectiveness. In this study, output is the process by which an
individual is evangelized and discipled into early American Methodism, so that he or she has
faith in Christ and becomes a committed participant as evidenced by being listed on the
membership rolls. Organizational effectiveness is related to missionary character in that it
assumes indigeneity and an evangelistic zeal. However, it is distinct from it, for it also relates to
structure, polity, and sfrategy.
Theoretical Framework
The hypotheses are built around the analysis of institutional and contextual factors.
Context is a cenfral factor in influencing institutional growth or decline. A correlation exists
between church growth and decline and the level ofpositive meshing between the church and its
was most in focus. As such, a person could not become a disciple apart from actively
participating in the life and ministry of the local church. This fit Wesley's emphasis on social
religion and his disdain for solitary religion. Consequently, the goal of church growth was the
multiplication of disciples, which led to the multiplication of congregations. Through active
participation in the local church, disciples promoted the cultural mandate and fiirthered the cause
of the kingdom.
^ Ideally, the two go hand-m-hand. People are brought to Christ, initiated into the
fellowship of a church, and discipled. In this regard, evangelism is church centered. Early
American Methodists were experts at awakening people to Clirist. However, they did not stop
there. They sought to bring the awakened people mto the fellowship of the church and to .
disciple them through the class meetings and society. Methodist wisdom dictated that it was best
not to awaken lost people if there was no means by which to form them into classes. Otherwise,
the awaken people would quickly fall away and be much harder to win back at a later date. For
an excellent discussion of this issue, see Wesley's letter to Freebom Garrettson on November 30,
1786 (Wesley xm: 1991:71).
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context. An institution that intends to grow must position itself for growth witliin a given
context. Adapting the institution to the context is key to maximizing growth potential. It cannot
be assumed that an mstitution that grew well in one context will grow well in another context
unless the institution adapts its intemal mechanisms to the new context. Church Growth theory,
anthropological theories of adaptation, and organizational theory as it relates to open systems all
support this concept. Chapter 4 combines these various disciplines to produce a unified
theoretical framework.
Methodology
Historiography evaluates the historical data and establishes methods for presenting it in
acceptable forms. This study assumes that the statistics in the prunary church growth data that
are listed m the Mmutes are not 100 percent accurate because too many ofthe numbers have
been rounded off and because there are some mathematical errors.' It can be inferred that some
numbers have been rounded offbecause an annual average of 28 percent ofthe listed circuit
membership counts end in zero. Based on random statistics, only ten percent should end in zero.
Because this study uses a very large sampling ofnumbers, the discrepancy cannot be accounted
for in terms of chance.
A very important question has to be asked, "How accurate are the data?" This cannot be
answered with precise certitude; however, "guestimations" would render the data imreliable for
this historical research.
Upon evaluation of this problem, five things became obvious that validated the reliability
and usability of the membership data. First, the membership numbers represent class tickets.
Second, Methodists were meticulous about keeping good records. Third, they were selective
^ The totals for annual membership are wrong in some years because the mathematics was
incorrect. In other years, the membership statistics were adjusted because a circuit was left out
ofthe totals. The process for determining the data for a missing circuit was to add the listed
membership for the year preceding and following the omission and divide by two.
about whom they admitted to their societies. Fourth, the listed membership counts for the
various circuits are confirmed by secondary sources wdthin and outside the Methodist system.
Fifth, the editorial errors in the presentation of the data can be easily corrected and they do not
effect its over-all accuracy.
A sixth factor should be noted: the accuracy of the counts increased with time.
Conversely, the percentage of numbers ending in zero decreased with time. Li 1773, all the five
circuit numbers ended in zero. They were pure estimations in that year. By 1783, that number
was 12 of 35 or 35 percent. By 1793, the count was 41 of 281 or 13 percent. In 1803, the
number of circuits ending in zero was 38 out of 371 or 10 percent. The percentage remained at
this le\'el for the remaining years of the study. Second, there was no tendency except in the first
year to round the numbers in hundreds. Over the period of this study, only one in every 77.8
numbers ended in a hundred or double zero. That is within acceptable random ranges. Because
28 percent of the annual average ofnumbers ended in zero, one would expect 2.8 percent of
those numbers to end in double zero. Third, because the size of a circuit as reported in the
Minutes ranged fi-om 1,400 to 4 (average being 435), the tendency to round numbers to the
nearest ten in the early years did not significantly mfluence the accuracy ofthe count. Ten
percent of 435 is only 4.35. Although, the average size of a circuit in the first decade was less
than 435, and those chcuits had a higher percentage of numbers ending in zero, as such, the
accuracy of those numbers is less than the plus or minus 4.35 variance that was suggested.
The membership niunbers are not perfect, but they are reasonably accurate and consistent
in that they reflect reality. They are usable in their present form with modification
to their
format to demonstrate membership mcreases, decreases, and trends.
A second fimction ofhistoriography is mterpreting the data. History is an effort to
organize the data for the purpose ofmaking meaning out
of it and using it to solve present
12
problems or to explain present realities in terras of past events. Paul Leedy wrote that "the heart
ofthe historical method is . . . not the accumulation of the facts, but the interpretation of the
facts" (1993:223). In the process ofmaking meaning out of the data, the data are interpreted and
reapplied in a different context. In the book. Going to the Sources: A Guide to Historical
Research and Writing (1989), Brundage described this process in terms of dynamic history.
History is alive and ever changing as it is interpreted in various contexts.
When reading history, it is important to know the historian's model of interpretation so
the biases that he or she brings to the data can be understood. Biases color how one interprets
the data. They serve as a filter through which the historian strains relevant facts from those facts
that he or she considers nonessential. It is for this reason that all history is value laden.
According to Edwin Gaustad, Religion in America: History and Historiographv (1973),
denominational history is a category ofhistoriography that interprets the history of a
denomination in such a way as to give identity, vision, and meaning to a denomination. Gaustad
argued that this is a valid form of religious history. It has filled in big gaps in the historical
record that were neglected by secular historians and religious historians who wrote from the
perspective of dominant churches. However, as unportant as denominational history is, it cannot
be taken at face value. Gaustad noted that the researcher should rely on primary sources and
depend on a comparison of different histories covering the same subject. When this is done, the
big picture can be discemed, and the researcher should be able to mterpret the data
without being
prejudiced by the biases of the denominational historian.
In this research, the author is aware of denominational bias, the great man theory,^" the
Americanization theory, and Tumer's frontier thesis. Additionally, the problem with "layers of
'� Bennis and Nanus argued that the great man theory is a myth ( 1 985 :5 and 222). The
belief that great leaders are bom and summoned to their calling through the chcumstances of
history is mcorrect. They believed that there are leaders at every
level of society and that a
person can leam to be a leader. Accordmg to them, leaders
are normal people with a driving
conviction or vision that they are compelled to express, hi expressmg theh convictions and
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popular mythology" is a given (Smith 1995:245). Many ofthe early Methodist leaders were
elevated to folk hero status. Their greatness is carried on through hyperbole and anecdotal
stories. Their stories grow with time. Any casual reading ofPeter Cartwright's life will make
this point nicely. He stands down "bad guys," nms mockers out ofhis meetings, outwits the
skeptics, beats the Baptists at their own game, and sways large crowds through his preaching and
spiritual power. He is referred to as the "law of the West" and as a mentor for young preachers.
He is the personification of the frontiersman and the ideal circuit rider. He gives a new meaning
to the concept of power encounter. Much of this is true, and all of it has a source. The problem
is obvious. Cutting through the layers of popular mythology is time consuming and often
impossible. Because of this problem, this author tries to use original sources and avoids quoting
any anecdote that lacks good documentation. Joumal entries and other first-hand accounts are
generally the most reliable. Asbury's joumal and Lee's history are two important sources that are
very reliable. Other denominational histories are fairly reliable. However, many of them have an
apologetic leaning that tends toward institutional hagiography and exaggeration. Because early
American Methodism was outside the chcle ofmainline denominations, many of its defenders
justified its existence by citing providence and the blessings of God. Their writings equate
numerical growth and spuitual power with divme approbation. As such, there is an incentive to
inflate these data (see Chapter 2).
Research Design
This research proceeds m seven steps. The fu-st step (Chapter 2) consists of two parts.
Fhst, it collects and presents mstitutional growth factors that others have articulated. To do this,
guidmg vision, they inspire other people and influence them to follow
in a certain way. Power is
related to one's ability to mfluence people to follow m a certam direction and to sustain vision.
This mterpretation describes John Wesley and Francis Asbury and shows why they were bigger
than life. In America, Asbury became a symbol of a latent ideal that was waiting to emerge. He
gave voice to that vision. Bennis
and Nanus argued that leaders do not manufacture vision m
theh followers. They discover it as they resonate with them and then give theh followers the
ability to live it out.
It utilizes Curie's (1967) micro and macro schema. It makes no attempt to analyze the factors in
this section. Second, it categorizes the factors so that similar factors are grouped together. It
lists these consolidated factors m a descending order in accordance with the number of times
the>' were referenced in the literature as growth factors.
The second step (Chapter 3) focuses on early American Methodist membership change,
and is completely hidependent of the fu-st step. As a basis for orgamzmg and interpreting the
membership data, it divides early American Methodism into three chronological periods: 1770
through 1784, 1785 through 1799, and 1800 through 1812 and into regional categories: New
England, mid-Atlantic (New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and Pennsylvania), South (Maryland,
Vhginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia), and frontier (everything west of the
other regions). The chronological and geographic categories correspond to pattems of growth
and decline in early American Methodist membership. Within each of the time-frames, regional
growth pattems are determined and charted.
Step three (Chapter 4) reviews the work ofHoge, Roozen, and Hadaway as it relates to
institutional and contextual factors that detemiine church growth and declme. This work is
contained hi two primary books: Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1978 (Hoge
and Roozen 1979), and Church and Denommational Growth (Roozen and Hadaway 1993). Also,
it utihzes insights from the field of organizational theory (open systems analysis and
organizational effectiveness) and anthropological theories of adaptation. Organizational theory
complements and adds to the work ofHoge, Roozen, and Hadaway by focusmg on the
relationship between the envhonment and the organization as it impacts input and output.
Anthropological theories show that adaptation to environment allows social organisms to survive
and thrive. Adaptation presupposes intemal change. Adaptation is also a sign of indigeneity.
From these combined sources, step three establishes a unified theoretical framework.
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In step four (Chapters 5 and 6), the dissertation demonstrates, by means of a
descriptive-historical analysis of early America and early American Methodism in context, that
the regional periods of decline can be explained in terms of the theoretical fi-amework that was
established in step three. It shows that decline occurred as the result of conflict or tension
between the institution and its context. Growth occurred as the result of a positive meshing of
institutional factors and contextual factors.
Step five, the summar>' of findings, (Chapter 7) examines the hypotheses in terms ofthe
descriptive-historical analysis and the theoretical framework. This step is explanatory, not
exhaustive.
Step six (Chapter 8) examines early American Methodism in terms ofDean Kelley's
theory on why socially strong and strict churches grow (1986) and H. Richard Niebuhr's analysis
and use of the sect-to-church theory (1929).
Step seven (Chapter 9) summaries the research and offers some applications.
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CHAPTER 2
Institutional Factors Credited for Early American Methodist Success
In an article titled, "A Micro-Theory ofMethodist Growth" (1967), Robert Currie
divides Methodist growth studies into two types. The first type distinguishes between long-run
and short-run studies. Short-run studies are self-contained and synchronic. They tell the story of
Methodist growth from the perspective of a narrow vision in terms of time and geographic depth.
Long-run studies are more encyclopedic and far-reaching. They are diachronic.
The second type of study distinguishes between macro- and micro-theories. "A
macro-theor>' ofMethodist growth would seek to explain the complete growth-pattern of
Methodism as a whole. A micro-theory is one that deals with sections or parts ofMethodism
But a micro-study can be short or long-run" (Currie 1967:66).
This chapter divides the literature related to institutional growth factors in early
American Methodism into macro- and micro-theory studies and lists them chronologically. For
the purposes of this research, macro-studies attempt to give a comprehensive analysis of growth
factors. The material in this category is diachronic and generalizable (i.e., applicable to most of
the regions of early American Methodism). On the other hand, micro-studies highlight
individual or small and specific clusters of growth factors, or they limit the study to a region
without attempting to generalize the findings. Regional studies are included in the macro-study
section if they contain generalizable factors.
Many ofthe works cited in this chapter are not growth studies per se. They are included
because they contain analysis of or reference to institutional growth factors. This chapter offers
a composite picture of purported institutional growth factors from the perspective of the available
literature. The factors that are most referenced in the literature are given more weight in the
chapter summary.
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This chapter does not attempt to dialogue with the literature or refute what the literature
clamis to be causes ofMethodist growth. Inconsistencies and contradictions appear. Those are
worked out in the summary.
This chapter provides an unparalleled resource for students of early American
Methodism because it summarizes so many works on early American Methodist growth in one
document. For this reason, this chapter is a valuable resource for those who study the growth of
early American Methodism.
Macro-Studies
In 1838, Nathan Bangs published his three-volume Historv ofthe Methodist Episcopal
Church (1860 [1 838]).' Bangs was preoccupied with counting the numbers and showing the
progression ofMethodism. He started his data collection as a young member ofthe General
Conference in 1 812. In that conference, it was suggested that an authorized history of
Methodism be produced and published. This was in response to Lee's unauthorized version.
That history was never written. However, Bangs was a member ofthe original history committee
(Rowe 1985:12).
In his history. Bangs urged stronger denominational loyalty and was an apologist of
sorts. He defended Methodism from its critics and put forth its claims to legitimacy. He
demonstrated how Methodism won its way through all opposition, maintained its purity, and
functioned as a hallowing influence on society. He did this by an annual chronology of events.
' Jesse Lee's A Short Historv of the Methodists in the United States ofAmerica Beginning
in 1766, and Continued Till 1809 (1810) is the first full-scale history ofAmerican Methodism.
As a circuit rider and companion ofAsbury who lived through the Revolutionary War and
participated in the rapid expansion ofAmerican Methodism, Lee was intimately acquainted with
the primary data. Conference actions, regional debates within Methodism, attitudes of
participants, defections, conflicts with other denominafions, the rise and use of revivalism, and
institutional failures are a part of his history.
Lee's work is not referenced in the main body of this chapter because he does not list
generalizable growth factors. Factors can be derived from his work. Providence, revivals, the
circuit system, the circuit riders, local preachers, Arminian theology, local organization, and the
blessings of God are his primary factors.
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He described the work ofthe conferences, geographic expansion, numerical growth, revivalism,
and missionary efforts. He concluded that Wesley's original mandate to spread scriptural
holiness through the land and reform the nation was a valid mandate and vision statement. When
that mandate was combined with Asbury's methods, i.e., a disciplined army of itinerant preachers
sent in all directions by roving bishops to conquer the land, the explanation for Methodist growth
seemed obvious to Bangs (Rowe 1985:12-13).
Ultimately, according to Bangs, divine providence and the itinerant system with its
concomitant organization of circuits were the primary causes ofMethodist growth.
In 1860, the Rev. Dr. B.F. Tefft published Methodism Successful, and the Intemal
Causes for Its Success. Tefft argued that Methodism was the wonder of the religious world
because of its rapid growth and social influence. Then he leavened that sentiment by contending
that success in numbers and influence was not the real issue. "Success is not an argument for
truth and numbers are not always the measure ofmoral power" (1860:61).
With shallow philosophers, and with short-sighted men in general, success is always the
great argument; it is all they want to establish the genuineness, if not the truth, of any
enterprise; and with the great majority of society, therefore, the cause ofMethodism
might safely rest on such a general assertion of its past progress, and of its present
power. . . . Success is not the oracle, or the argument, in religious operations. It is no
criterion of right and wrong in any matter. (Tefft 1860:47)
From there, the author sifted through history to demonstrate his thesis and to show that
Methodism was ofGod, that it was biblical to its core, and that its system was well adapted for
the difftision of its "personal religion." He argued that Methodism was the recovery of ideal
Christianity. It was the "New Reformation" that liberated people from cold religion and dead
dogmas. Its goals and purposes were the same as those of Jesus and his apostles. Additionally,
its ideals paralleled those of the American Republic.
Tefft argued that reconciliation ofthe world to God was the single cause or primary
purpose ofChristianity, ft encompassed atonement and moral influence. In other words, without
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a zeal and passion for the lost, Methodism would not grow in numbers, and its social influence
would be diminished in proportion to its size. On both accounts, Methodism reflected the New
Testament ideal. Its numbers and influence demonstrated its faithfulness in this cause.
The ministry of early Methodism in America adhered most rigidly to the single
undertaking of their founder, of reviving Scriptural Christianity, of restoring genuine,
heartfelt religion, whose beginning was to be born again, and whose consummation was
supreme love to God and love toward our fellow-men. (Tefft 1860:376)
He then contended that Methodism was the best existing system for the propagation of
personal religion, i.e., ideal Christianity.^
Under the general category of "the recovery of the ideal of religious life and worship,"
Tefft wrote:
Having traced the natural history of that personal experience which consists of universal
love, and seen it grow into a doctrine, and into a system of self-propagation, consistent
with Scripture and after the ideal of original Christianity, the next and last thing is to
witness how it creates to itself, and for its own benefit and progress, a system of religious
worship, which stands co-equal in importance with its doctrine and discipline as a means
of spreading the influence and power of our religion. (Tefft 1860:485)
After examining the history ofworship from ancient times to the present, Tefft affirmed
that Methodism was in spirit with the biblical witness and that it was a recovery of true worship.
It had five characteristics. First, it was partly extemporaneous in that individual worship
characterized personal religion and was not limited to stated times and places. It was a way of
' The following is a paraphrase and summary ofTefft's explanation: Methodist itinerants
were consumed by Methodism's ideal and they became paragons of personal religion. Such a
passion from the ministers had a conservative influence on the piety ofthe entire denomination.
The first cause ofMethodism's success was the piety, character, and passion ofMethodist
preachers. Second, the itinerant system grew-up around the ideal of personal religion. The
itinerancy propelled Methodist ministers all over the land in an organized manner to accomplish
the mission ofMethodism, i.e., the furthering of its cause related to its ideal. The itinerancy
system included everything related to that process as it relates to the organization of the MEC.
Third, the mode ofMethodist preaching promoted personal religion and was a cause of its great
success. It was revivalistic, heartfelt, and extemporaneous. It used the language and style of the
people and it was practical. It aimed at conversion and other forms of personal religion. Fourth,
as a revolution of personal religion and New Testament piety, Methodism necessarily began with
the masses. Its focus on the lower classes was one ofthe primary reasons that it was successful.
If it had begun with the upper classes, they would have rejected it and its influence would have
been lost. By starting with the most receptive people, the masses, it became a revolution that
changed the course of history.
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life. Second, there was a form to public worship that required community and continuity with
tradition. Specifically, baptism and communion were general rites ofthe church. Besides these,
public worship could be adapted to the context and opened to the impulses ofthe inner life.
Third, Methodist worship was spontaneous and not bound by creeds and liturgy. Fourth,
Methodist worship was free worship in that it did not discriminate against females. Fifth,
Methodist worship was heartfelt and not contrived. In this last sense, it was frue worship.
In 1 866, the Rev. Charles Goss wrote a Statistical Historv ofthe First Century of
American Methodism. This was a comprehensive work that served as an apologetic. In the
purpose ofthe book Goss wrote, "The object of this volume is to present, in a dense form, the
statistics and important events connected with the origin, growth, and legislation ofMethodism
in the United States during its first century" (1866:3). Chapters 4 and 5 are most germane to this
present study. In Chapter 4, Goss provided and analyzed the statistics ofMethodism in relation
to other denominations in the following categories: ministries, members, Sunday schools, tract
distribution, Bible disfribution, home missions, foreign missions, the Book Concern, church
periodicals, institutions of leaming, and giving. Chapter 5 re-emphasized by means of statistics
the numerical success ofMethodism in America. Methodist growth was greater than U.S.
population growth, and Methodist growth was greater than that of other denominations. To
summarize, he stated.
The total number ofmembers of all denominations in this country is 5,304,485, ofwhich
the Methodists number 1,939,981, or 36.60 per cent [sic]. Over one third of the whole
number of communicants are Methodists. . . . We are compelled to admit that
Methodism has in it elements of success unknown to other denominations. (Goss
1866:159)
In Chapter 5, Goss made a very important statement that revealed his assumptions:
The best means or mode of disseminating this Gospel should become the subject of
thought, of intense solicitude. Each branch of the Church having its own mode of effort,
it is pertinent to ask if each is not too set in its own plans to look carefully and patiently
into those of others. As the Church is only an agent for the diffusion of Christ's Gospel,
it is duty bound to adopt such plans as are best adapted for its diffusion. That some
agencies are better adapted than others, there can be no doubt; and the only way of
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determining these is by [examining] their results. In the light of this, the success of
Methodism becomes a question of importance to evangelism rather than
denominationalism. If there are in this system elements of success unknown to other
systems, and if these are better adapted to the evangelization of the world, then they
ought to be seized and pressed into the service ofChrist. (1 866: 1 63)
It is noteworthy that Goss equated Methodism's success with institutional factors related
to its system. In fact, he stated, "Positively considered, then, the success ofMethodism is due to
those things which are peculiar to its system. To these, whatever they may be, must be ascribed
the secret of its power and success" ( 1 866: 1 65). He further assumed that the factors that caused
Methodism to succeed can be adapted to other denominations to cause them to succeed.
He described the causes that contributed to the success in the ensuing chapters. The
following is a summary of those causes:
1. Goss noted four causes under "mode of preaching." First, Methodists preached for
immediate effect. As such, they preached right at the heart. They tried to connect on an
emotional level with the hearers. Second, Methodist preachers went directly from the people to
the pulpit. "In this way they know how to address the various temperaments and phases of
experience, thereby giving to each a portion in due season" (Goss 1866:167). Third, they spoke
the language ofthe people. They did not obfuscate their message with technical jargon that did
not communicate to the common person. Fourth, the sermons were delivered extemporaneously.
One could not preach for effect and to the heart of the people if one read from notes or a
manuscript.
2. The self-sacrificing spirit ofthe ministry referred to the ifinerant system. The system
was a necessary adaptation for the winning ofmasses. It was essential for the success of
Methodism. Methodist preachers had to identify themselves with it. Others called it
"the
tyranny ofthe system" because they did not share in its great
success. Because of this system,
Methodist preachers suffered great privation. Like Jesus, they had no place
to rest their heads for
they had no homes nor the endearments
of family life.
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3. Methodism always advocated a system of free churches.
As Methodism was raised up to meet the spiritual wants of a large class, not blessed with
an abundance of this world's goods, it was important that they should not be debarred by
any financial considerations. Besides, there is a connection between a "free gospel" and
"free seats." (Goss 1866:171)
Also, the masses of unsaved people would scarcely enter a "pewed" church for fear of sitting in
someone else's seat. Because Methodist churches were known to be free, seekers sought them
out.
4. A hallmark ofMethodism and a source of its growth were its frequent revivals.
Methodist preachers planed, promoted, and participated in revivals and camp meetings. More
importantly, revivalism was characteristic ofMethodism. Methodism had a revival spirit to its
very core. A synonym for this was evangelistic zeal.
The work of Methodism is soul saving. Its altar, or anxious seat, is always ready; and
there is no lack of invitation on the part of the minister for persons to "come forward and
give their hearts to Christ.". . . Methodism assumes that God is ready at all times to
pardon sinners. . . . The object of revivals is to induce men, under the pressure of deep
conviction, to take the first step in coming to Christ to receive the remission of their sins.
Believing in a present salvation, they press the subject right home to the conscience, and
urge the acquiescence of the will. (Goss 1866:175-176)
5. Lay ministry was a primary cause ofMethodism's success. Every member ofthe
MEC was a working member who discovered and used his or her unique gifts in the service of
God and humankind through the agency of the church. In fact, the growth ofMethodism was in
proportion to the effectiveness of its lay operations. Lay activity was the life and the law of its
growth.
6. Methodism possessed a missionary spirit that compelled it to go and preach the
gospel to every creature. The missionary spirit gave the Church the epithet, "the pioneer
Church," and to its ministry "the circuit-riders." Because of this missionary spirit, Methodists
were more concemed with the advancement of God's kingdom than the aggrandizement of their
rolls.
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7. Methodism taught the doctrine of positive Christian experience or assurance of
salvation. Christians in other denominations hoped that they were Christians. They lived
between hope and fear. With an inward conviction, the Methodists spoke ofthe witness ofGod's
Spirit with our spirit so that a sinner could know that he was saved. Lost multitudes were hungry
for this testimony and sought it. The common person wanted a religion that could be felt.
Experience authenticated faith.
8. The doctrine of sanctification was a continuation of the reformation of true
Christianity and was peculiar to Methodism, h was akin to Christian experience. Its goal was
love of God and one's neighbor. It was called perfection, consecration, resignation, and many
other names, but it meant holiness of heart. There was no greater witness to the Christian faith
than the sanctification of a base sinner. This doctrine was a central appeal ofMethodism. Right
living and submission to the will ofGod were required for salvation.
In 1 867, the Rev. M.L. Scudder wrote American Methodism. In his history he included a
chapter on "Why Methodism Has Been Successful" (1867:539-562). He said, "There may be
some differences of opinion respecting the causes, direct or relative, that have produced this
success, that will justify us at this time in the attempt to answer the question, What has given to
Methodism such growth and power in the world?" His writing reflects an apologetic mind that is
very opinionated. He acknowledged providence and the Methodist system. Yet, he sought to
answer his question by aligning Methodism with the heart and practice of the early church as
recorded in the Bible. He offered nine growth factors.
1 . God directed and assisted in the means that Methodism used to produce such grand
resuhs. As such, the means that Methodism employed reflected the sanction and approbation of
God. Therefore, it is profitable to study those means.
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2. Another fundamental cause ofMethodism's success was the vital or experimental
religion that it professed and taught. Methodism was a revival of primitive religious experience.
It sought to renew the hearts of its people through the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit. The
chief causes for Methodism's success were providence and personal religion. The other causes
participate in these or were derived from them.
3. Methodism possessed an evangelical spirit that produced an evangelistic zeal. This
passion to make new converts and to witness to one's faith was a chief characteristic of authentic
Methodism. It was evidenced in the newest convert, the class leader, the circuit rider, and the
bishop. Having an evangelistic drive was considered an evidence of true conversion.
4. Methodism was successful because it sought to save people "evangelically," i.e., it
sought conversion by preaching about Jesus Christ and his crucifixion. It did not preach creeds
or dogmas. In this way, Methodism imitated the example of the apostles and their successors.
Such preaching required the hearers to respond to the word spoken. Additionally, Methodist
preaching was extemporaneous. Such a style of preaching was biblical and most congenial to
Methodism's evangelical spirit.
5. Methodism demonstrated a "brotherly" spirit in that it identified itself with the
condition of those whom it sought to reach as it encouraged and aided them in their quest for
salvation. Another term for this is incamational ministry or indigeneity.
6. The success ofMethodism was promoted by the catholicity of its spirit in respect to
opinions and by its rigid spirit in respect to experience and practice. The manifestation ofthe
fmit ofthe Spirit in one's life was more important than the person's professed religion. The
former gave evidence to the latter.
7. Methodism evidenced a demonstrative spirit. Others called this enthusiasm. It was
expressing one's experience of God by such physical manifestations as shouting, speaking in
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tongues, or having the jerks/' This was a primary characteristic ofMethodism, a sign ofGod's
presence, and a powerful tool in convincing non-Christians to come to God.
8. Methodism had a heroic spirit that overcame every challenge and obstacle. This spirit
was best seen in the selflessness and tremendous sacrifice of the circuit riders.
9. Methodism was controlled by an eclectic spirit that directed it in the adoption of
means well adapted to accomplish its great design.
Methodism has not been successful from the use of any one particular means: it has been
from the use of a great number and a great variety of agencies, peculiarly adapted and
harmoniously working to accomplish a given end; and all these agencies have been
infroduced by what we call an eclectic spirit, that inquired what were the best means, and
courageously and promptly adopted them. (Scudder 1867:559)
The eclectic spirit was evidenced in Methodism's adoption of the following practices: field
preaching, class meetings, chapel building, lay preaching, itinerating circuit riders, and
conferences. The whole organic structure ofMethodism came into form, both in design and
consfruction, by means of the pragmatic spirit of eclecticism. It was the fundamental belief of
Methodism.
The Bible, having provided for a divinely-called ministry, has left a wide latitude,
depending on circumstances, respecting the means to be employed to perfect and
establish the church of Christ on earth; that the church will be most successful that shows
the best practical sense in the agencies it uses to induce men to seek the knowledge of
Christ, and that will best assist them in living godly. (Scudder 1867:560)
In the Introduction to Scudder's American Methodism (1867), Joseph Cummings offered
a detailed analysis ofthe reasons early American Methodism was so successful. Basically, he
attributed its success to the doctrines taught and the providential character ofthe measures used.
In relation to doctrines he wrote:
Methodism united the two doctrines of God's sovereignty and man's agency. It
magnified the doctrine of grace, proclaiming that the atonement of Christ was made for
all and that it was the unchanging purpose of God to save all who should believe on him.
It declared that Christ watches for the opportunity to save [lost sinners] and waits to be
gracious; and that God uses all the means that infinite wisdom, goodness, and power can
devise, every hour, to save every man. (1867:iv)
^ This is an important statement from an early writer on Methodism because most people
do not associate "tongues" with the Methodism of that time.
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Methodism had a burden for the masses and did not show preference for the rich. Rich
and poor were equal before the calling of God. "The humblest may come with the same
confidence as the highest to the throne of grace" (1 867:iv). Methodists emphasized a present
salvation that was realized and experienced. The doctrine of assurance was derived from this.
However, the church's doctrines impelled its members to personal activity. Members
were taught that they must obey God continually and live by true faith, or they would cease to be
God's children. Related to this was the injunction that a believer must continually grow in grace.
Sanctification was not an option. Salvation came through grace, but it required human effort and
obedience. Methodists were not saved by works, but any Methodist who desired to save his soul
and please God had to do good works and cease from doing evil (cf Wesley VIII: 1991 :270).
Works functioned as a means of grace. Methodist organization and discipline augmented the
preaching of grace and helped to produce the effects of sanctification.
In its early days, the Methodist Church . . . sought to enforce practical principles. . . .
The only condition ofmembership it prescribed was a sincere, eamest desire to flee
from the wrath to come; but, at the same time, presented a system of rules for its
members, so simple, so strict, so broad, so comprehensive, that no one could obey them,
and not become a consistent Christian. (1867:v)
Evangelism or "soul saving" was another one of those activities that was enjoined on
every member. It was related to four doctrines: free grace, present salvation, freedom ofthe will,
and personal responsibility for influence exerted. It assumed that the efforts and prayers of
individual Methodists for lost sinners made God's wooing more efficacious. As a consequence,
"a strong and often overwhelming sense of personal responsibility for the salvation of others
came to the Christian. He felt that the waming given to Ezekiel as a watchman was directed to
him" (1867:v).
In terms ofthe Methodist system, Cummings believed that it was perfectly suited to its
task. The class system allowed circuit riders to promote the greater cause ofthe church. In their
absence, class leaders and other local leaders watched over the flock. The class system
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maintained discipline, encouraged spiritual growth, and offered social intercourse. Additionally,
the public meetings of the societies, the quarterly meetings, the protracted meetings, and the
camp meetings brought great numbers of people together and were calculated to awaken the
masses. "The exercises of these meetings, and the responsibility ofthe various subordinate
offices ofthe church, gave an excellent practical training for the ministry" (1 867:vi).
The following were attributes or consequences of the Methodist system that advanced its
cause: (1) It was aggressive and perfectly adapted to the context of early America. (2) It allowed
Methodism to expand into a sparsely populated area. (3) The circuit riders kept up with the
advancing population. (4) The organization of districts allowed the junior preachers to be
supervised by experienced ministers. (5) Young preachers received on-the-job-training (OJT).
(6) Bishops maintained the overall direction of the church and strategically deployed the
preachers for the greater good by means of appointments. (7) In the General Conferences, the
rules were made for the church, and its strategy was mapped out.
Cummings concluded with the following comment:
There is now a tendency to suppose that the customs of earlier years, whose
circumstances were far different from the present, must still be followed. Hence, too
much reliance is placed on the pulpit. . . . The great work of the church of the future is to
devise a plan that shall bring into systematic, earnest, and continual action the power of
the membership of the church, in extending the kingdom ofChrist. . . . Christians must
be made to feel that it is their duty constantly to engage in efforts for the conversion of
sinners. (1867:viii)
Abel Stevens wrote many histories related to American Methodism. His four- volume
Historv ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church (1 864-1867) is the best known and the most
complete. However, his Compendious Historv ofAmerican Methodism (1 868) is relevant to the
present study. In his writings, Stevens was influenced by two primary issues, the moral cause of
the Civil War and American Methodism's Centennial celebration. In his estimation, they were
both causes for celebration. Undergirding both issues was his steadfast belief that God was
guiding both Methodism and the country by means of providence. The religious founding ofthe
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Colonies, the Revolutionary War, the rapid conquest of the frontier, and other factors pointed to
the leadmg hand of God in American history. The organization ofMethodism, its theology, and
Its great success where other denominations stumbled also pointed to the blessing of God and
providence.' For the purpose of this review, his understanding ofthe mechanics of providence.
I.e., how God prepared and guided Methodism, correlates to institutional growth factors.^
The following quote demonstrates what Stevens believed:
The early training ofthe country had been, providentially, to a great extent religious, as
if preparatory for its future history. Most of the colonies were founded in religious
'
motives, their infancy moulded [sic] by religion, their adolescence invigorated and
hardened by war-the preparation for their independence and liberty, and for a new
civilization which should be based on the sovereignty ofthe people, and should
emancipate the new world from the ecclesiastical and political traditions ofthe old.
But now came a solemn crisis in the history of these providentially trained populations,
scattered almost from the frozen zone to the tropics, treading virgin soil of exhaustless
resources, and flushed with the consciousness of a new development of humanity. ... A
state may exist without a king, a Church without a bishop, a nation without an
ecclesiastical establishment; but a people cannot be without religion, without God; they
had better cease to be. And where now, with a political system which recognized no one
religion by tolerating all, which made no provision for the spiritual wants of the people,
should men, who believed religion to be the fundamental condition of civil righteousness
and liberty, look for the safety of the marvelous destiny that had opened upon the new
world? (1868:20)
His answer to the above question was Methodism.
It has been said that Methodism thus seems to have been providentially designed more
for the new world than the old. The coincidence of its history with that of the United
'* One cannot argue with certainty that God providentially elevated American Methodism
because it was perfectly adapted to its context and prospered where other churches were unable
to function. However, the issue of providence is important from the perspective ofwriters who
attempt to interpret American Methodist history in terms of a grand theme in which God is the
primary actor. Such theories give meaning to Methodism's past and position it for the future.
From a historical perspective, it serves the function of orienting the church. Even though this
dissertation delimits the issue of providence as a spiritual factor that cannot be quantified, it does
not disqualify it as a psychological factor.
^ Richey has an excellent interpretive essay on providence and Methodist historians
(Richey 1993:480-497). Based on his analysis ofMethodist histories, he concluded four
propositions. "(1) Methodism was/is a child of providence. (2) Providence especially fitted
Methodism and the Methodist connection for American society. (3) Methodist response to and
stewardship of that providential calling had benefited both church and nation, blessing the church
with great numbers and the nation with troops of true believers in the American system. (4) the
purposes and ultimately the health�spiritual and physical�ofMethodism were bound to this
linked mission of nation and church" (Richey 1993:480).
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States does indeed seem providential; and, if such an assumption might have appeared
presumptuous in its beginning, its historical results, as impressed on all the civil
geography of the country and attested by national statistics, now amply justify the
opinion. (Stevens 1868:24).
God elevated Methodism to be the church ofAmerica and to save it from the barbarism
and moral anarchy brought about by emigration and immigration (1865:147). The
disestablishment of state churches created a religious and moral vacuum. The shifting of
populations away from the areas where there was a provision for religion added to that vacuum.
Popular notions of egalitarianism and democracy further weakened the older churches.
Methodism, with its theology and unique system, was the only church that was able to rise to the
challenge and "christianize" the new republic.
Methodism was able to accomplish this great work "by means peculiar to itself" The
following is a listing of those institutional factors:
1 . Lay ministers and circuit riders kept pace with emigrating people as they moved into
the frontier.
2. Methodism divided the land into circuits and then assigned ministers to each area of
responsibility.
3. The system elevated from its own ranks thousands ofworkers who were not burdened
or delayed by educational prerequisites.
4. Itinerants received OJT by working with an experienced circuit rider.
5. Before being a circuit rider, most itinerants were class leaders, exhorters, and local
preachers. In this lay ministry, they proved their abilities and honed their gifts.
6. Primarily, Methodism was a lay movement that was held together by the itinerant
system.
7. Methodism maintained a devotion to the lower and most needy classes.
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8. Methodists experienced animated modes ofworship and combined them with
experiential religion.
9. A system of quarterly, annual, and quadrennial conferences bonded the Methodists to
each other, to their system, and to their leaders at the local, regional, and national levels.
10. Presiding elders with the help of traveling bishops gave supervision and direction to
the movement and to the people.
1 1 . Continuous evangelism and opportune preaching flooded the church rolls with new
members.
12. As the church expanded, it dotted the land with preaching houses and chapels at the
rate of one new one per day.
13. The circuit system and its ministers, both lay and professional, covered the land like
a sheet spread across a bed.
14. Methodism scattered cheap tracts and other publications over the states. These
helped to indoctrinate the people and to promote Methodism's cause.
15. Every itinerant was an agent for the denomination's Book Concem.
1 6. Methodism's theology fit its cause and was necessary for the system to run. It gave
greater importance to the tmths ofjustification by faith, assurance, and sanctification. However,
theology was not an independent variable.
17. The Calvinistic Methodism ofWhitefield and the Republican Methodism ofO'Kelly
failed because they lacked Methodism's system.
18. In summary, "In these two facts, the spirit and the practical system ofMethodism,
inhere the secret of its peculiar power" (1865:148-152, 1867:576-577, 1868:22-25).
In 1876, Bishop Matthew Simpson published A Hundred Years ofMethodism. He
carefully reported the growth and history ofMethodism in America and then asked, "Why has
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the MEC in her increase, exceeded all other denominations, and grown from an insignificant
body to the first in rank?" (Simpson 1876:341). Methodism was not aided by state sponsorship
or special favors from the government. Methodism did not grow because of immigration. Many
immigrants were converted to Methodism, but few came to America as Methodists. Methodism
was not aided by superior educational facilities. Most Methodist preachers were common
people. The established institutions of higher education ridiculed Methodism and would have
nothing to do with its cause. The MEC did not get into the college business until 1 830. Previous
attempts met with failure.
Simpson answered the question in Chapter 15. He offered a detailed description of
"Methodism's doctrines, usages [sic], government, and institutions so the reader may better
perceive the cause of its success." The following points were exemplary:
1 . Under the heading of doctrine, he promoted evangelical Arminianism. He defined its
uniqueness as universal atonement, the witness of the Spirit, and sanctification as an out-growth
of the new birth.
2. Individual members were urged to work out their own salvation and to participate in
the means of grace. Prayer and meeting together in class meetings were important spiritual tools.
Additionally, Methodists were urged to use their abilities in the service of the church.
3. The ministers were recruited from the ranks of the people. Before becoming a circuit
rider, most were licensed as lay pastors. When a minister was deemed "called" and had
demonstrated his abilities, he could become a traveling preacher.
4. These ministers itinerated over a circuit. By working the circuit, the itinerant divided
the many stations up into separate circuits. In this way, he promoted church growth. All new
circuits started off large in geography and were gradually reduced in size as the population
increased and the people were evangelized in sufficient numbers.
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5. Quarterly conferences promoted unity and became an opportunity for social
intercourse. At the quarterly conferences, the presiding elder and the circuit rider(s) met with the
church leaders and anyone else who could attend. Because some people traveled from a distance,
it was a prolonged meeting with preaching and the possibility of revival. Also, local preachers
were recommended to the conference for ordination, and other lay people were recommended to
become local pastors.
6. The various annual conferences and quadrennial conference served important
functions in the connectional system. At first, "conference" was a time for ministers to get
together. Wesley called it a means of grace. At conference, itinerants encouraged one another in
their ministry, worshipped, and conducted necessary business. At the close of the conference,
the bishop set the appointments.
7. Bishops and presiding elders exercised a general superintendency over the church.
Presiding elders were appointed by bishops. Like all Methodist ministers, bishops itinerated.
They presided over various annual conferences as they made their rounds. They also made the
appointments with the input of the presiding elders. Bishops were elders set apart to a special
ministry. Presiding elders supervised a collection of circuits within a geographical area. They
had the authority of the bishop in his absence. They were the glue that held the connectional
system together. Their leadership and supervision was essential.
8. Finally, the Book Concem greatly aided the Methodist cause. It distributed religious
materials to a diverse population. In time, whole regions were blanketed by Methodist
publications.
Simpson summarized the general causes for Methodism's numerical success. They were
the superiority of its doctrines; the efficiency of its organization that united and unified the
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various parts of the United States; and the piety, earnestness, and activity of its members and
ministers (Simpson 1876:345 and 348).
In 1 876, James Porter wrote A Comprehensive Historv ofMethodism. After reviewing
the phenomenal growth ofMethodism, Porter made this comment:
What has given us this peculiar distinction is a question that wise men have solved
differently. Some say one thing, and some another; but all, who trace it to any single
circumstance abstracted from others, evidently err, not fully comprehending the system
in all its parts. (1876:580)
From this, two things are clear. In Porter's opinion, others have erred, and no single
factor accounts for Methodism's growth. This implies that the system must be seen as an organic
whole.
Porter provided factors that have not caused Methodist growth by themselves. The first
referred to doctrines. "[Growth] cannot be attributed to our doctrines merely, for others have
preached the same" (1878:580). From this, he attacks the role of higher education in corrupting
the simple preaching of the gospel. Second, he believed that Methodism did not grow because of
earthly riches. On the contrary, Methodists were poor and despised by the world. They did not
have big churches. Rather, they preached in the open-air, private houses, bams, schools, or any
other place where they could get a group together.
Then he offered factors that contributed to growth. Growth came as the result ofmany
combinations of institutional factors. They included: doctrines, style of presenting doctrines, the
ifinerancy, and other pmdenfial regulations. In a manner similar to the Greeks on Mars Hill, he
did not want to leave one out, so Porter added the following comment: "No one item in our
economy has been without effect in carrying forward this grand consummation; and, we think,
some ofthe least prominent of our measures have been the most effective" (1878:581). It
appears that Porter believed that the whole system and every facet of it caused growth. His
justification for this comment was the sovereignty of God. God approved the whole movement
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and blessed even,' faithful effort with success. As such, according to Porter, God was the real
reason that Methodism grew and God was the primary growth factor.
Under the category of preachers. Porter listed the proclaiming of justification by faith,
the witness of the Spirit, and the resulting fruit of the Spirit as main points. Under style of
preaching he emphasized power: power to pardon, power to regenerate, power to make holy,
power to the weak, and power to allow sinners to walk with God in holiness. Faith was
experiential. Under the goal of preaching he wrote that Methodist preachers aimed at conversion
and sanctification. They preached to win people to God. They were evangelists. Another factor
was their faith in God. Because they believed that God was on their side and called them to their
task, they could persevere even in the most difficult situation. They had staying power
(1878:595).
Under the category of distinguished laymen, Porter provided the names ofmany men
who used their influences and talents to further the cause of the movement. Related to this was
the providential call of individual ministers who God raised up to fulfill vital roles in critical
times. Francis Asbury is an example (1878:598).
In 1884, the Rev. Anthony Atwood wrote Causes of the Marvelous (Former) Success of
Methodism. He wrote as one who was a circuit rider in the old days. He inserted the word
"former" in the title to make a point. From his perspective, the causes for the success of early
American Methodism were waning or not present at the time of his writing. He intended his
book to serve as a wake-up call to the Methodists of his day.
Atwood wanted the young ministers to follow the example of the fathers in the following
ways: steady communion with God, freedom from the fear ofmen, rejection ofworldliness,
independence as ambassadors from God, simple hearted, full of zeal, and tempered by love
(1884:iv). He emphasized the character, quality, zeal, and singleness of the circuit riders. They
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were possessed by the Spirit and were heroic in their efforts. They endured great hardships
without complaining. They preached for salvation. Conversions were constant. Lives were
transformed. A nation was saved. Most died at a young age if they did not locate first. It was
asked of a prospective preacher, "Does he have gifts and graces? Is he useful? Does he have a
good testimony? Has he a horse?" Methodist preachers responded to a call, and they had the
abilities and OJT to back it up. Formal education was not necessary. All of these were
individual factors in preachers that contributed to the former success of Methodism.
Atwood emphasized the doctrine, power, and preaching ofMethodists as institutional
causes for growth. Methodism succeeded by preaching Christ and a present, full, and free
salvation. Furthermore, he commented that it was the practical working of Methodism's system
that set it apart from other denominations and account for its growth. The system was the
independent variable that separated Methodism from other evangelical denominations.
Of the circuit system he wrote that it was divine in that it was the only way to fulfill
Christ's command to "Go into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature." Without it,
the expanding American population would have been destitute of religion. God inspired it,
Wesley invented it, American Methodists adapted it.
Besides the circuit system, Atwood argued that there were seven major factors that
contributed to Methodism's numerical success.
1 . Experimental religion represented the heart ofMethodism and was a major factor for
its success. Throughout the nation, people were under the burden and yoke ofCalvinism, which
would not allow a person to have assurance of salvation or speak ofthe witness ofthe Spirit.
People yearned to feel and experience the liberty ofGod. They wanted to hear Methodist
preachers tell them of this great salvation. They responded gladly to its plea.
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2. Methodism did not begin as a revival, but it has been carried on the shoulders of
revival. Because salvation was a main goal ofMethodism, revivals were a main means of
achieving that end. Methodists prayed for revival and sought the lost. Revivals kept the doctrine
of repentance, pardon, and the witness of the Spirit constantly before the people.
Without revival churches rarely retain to the end of the year the number of members they
started with. The decrease by death, removals, and losses in other ways is constant.
Hence, revivals, in which scores are converted and added to the Church within a few
weeks, are a necessity. (Atwood 1884:68)
As a technique for church growth, revivals were an evangelistic tool. Calvinists thought that
revivals were spontaneous. Methodists worked for revival and prepared the people to receive it
when it was offered by God.
3. Camp meetings were a Methodist tradition. Typically, Methodist ministers attended
many camp meetings each summer. Large crowds of people came from long distances and
stayed for profracted periods of time. In that condition, they were very receptive to the message.
"Our business was to save the people from the damnation of hell" (1884:78). Secondary benefits
from camp meetings were numerous. It was a school to train young preachers. It advertised
Methodist doctrines, manner ofworship, good singing, and strong prayer. Each netted hundreds
of converts. At camp meetings, conversions were clear and convincing. Such a witness did more
to convince sinners and promote Methodism than a hundred sermons.
4. Methodism began with the poor and the rejected. The people met wherever they
could. Often Methodists preached in the open air. Churches that built pewed buildings were an
insult to the Kingdom ofGod. Lost people may own pews, but scarce will a sinner enter a pewed
church. This fact has greatly aided the Methodists and hindered the established churches.
5. Akin to free churches was the Methodist emphasis on free grace. It was a continuing
theme. There was no election in Methodism. "Whosoever surely meaneth you" is their cry. As
such, Methodism was the church of the people.
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6. The class meetings were a primary entry point into the church. "Our members in
early days were in the habit of inviting their neighbors to go with them to class meetings. Here
they learned what true experimental piety was, by hearing the testimonies of those they knew
well" (Atwood 1884:102). It was through the class meetings that Methodism garnered its grain.
7. In emphasizing personal salvation, Methodist did not lower the standard. Holiness,
sanctification, and pure love were its aim. It was not enough to be awakened or converted. One
had to grow in grace. Methodism's emphasis on holiness authenticated its evangelism. The
experience of holiness greatly strengthened the believer in the faith.
From cover to cover, Atwood attacked the stationed pastorate and the emphasis on
educated clergy. He said, "Life is too short to allow a man of God to spend one third of it in
getting ready to proclaim full salvation to our lost race" (1884:128). A call to preach, a buming
zeal, and a conversion experience with OJT was all a preacher needed to be a successful minister
of the gospel. Formal education dried up a preacher's piety and made him useless to the cause.
Atwood emphasized the spiritual factors that accounted for the growth. He said that God
blessed the system because it was divine in its origin (1884:13). The nature of the conversion
experience, the evidence of God in revivals and camp meetings, and the power of God in
expanding the Methodists were all factors that pointed to divine intervention, blessing, and
sovereignty.
In 193 1, Paul N. Garber wrote The Romance of American Methodism. In his history,
institutional factors are chapter titles. No attempt was made to equate the factors with growth.
Although, in his mind, each was a growth factor. This point was driven home in his concluding
chapter. In that chapter he reviewed the statistical data of the "Methodist miracle." Then he
asked, "What was the secret of the success of those pioneer Methodists? What did the Methodist
Episcopal Church possess that caused it to surpass numerically the older denominations? Why
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did Metliodism increase proportionately more rapidly than the population?"* His answers
included the following:
1 . It was not hampered by traditions, by creedal tests, or by racial ties. It was the
people's church. There was no barrier between the Methodist preachers and the people. They
were fresh from the various callings of life and were in the fullest sympathy with the masses.
2. Methodists had a democratic attitude and spirit. They resonated with American ideals
and values.
3. They were organized for a great spiritual conquest. The circuit system and the
itinerancy made it possible for the bishops to appoint circuit riders to the newest areas of
settlement. They were the first on the scene. Additionally, young preachers were supervised and
helped by presiding elders.
4. They were an army of preachers and lay people tumed loose on the nation. With
military precision they accomplished their objecfives and kept to their tasks. They were
disciplined.
5. Methodists had a sensible theology. People were not required to subscribe to creeds
and dogmas before they could become Methodists.
6. "During the period of American Methodism when the large gains were made, the
Methodist people shed tears over sermons, they labored to convert sinners, they publicly testified
as to their religious experiences, they exhibited a spirit of self-denial, and they died with shouts
of triumph on their lips" (Garber 193 1 :329).
^ Garber believed the following five factors that did not contribute to early Methodist
growth. 1 . People did not become Methodists to advance socially, politically, or economically.
In fact, in many areas and at different times it was unpopular to be a Methodist. 2. They did not
receive publicity fi-om the popular press. 3. Immigration did not boost Methodism's rolls because
few immigrants were Methodist. 4. Culture and erudition were not the cause of Methodism's
success because most ofthe pioneers were common people with little formal education. 5.
Methodism did not ride the wave of a religious awakening because it began its march forward
during a time of religious decline. (Garber 1 93 1 :325)
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7. The above factors contributed to Methodist growth, but they were not sufficient to
account for it by themselves. American Methodists put their trust in Almighty God and God
blessed them with success. This is the ultimate cause for success. (1931:323-329)
Wade Crawford Barclay published Earlv American Methodism 1769-1844. Volume One
is titled Missionarv Motivation and Expansion (1949). It argued that there is a positive
relationship between missionary motivation and numerical growth. Volume two is titled To
Reform the Nation (1950). Despite the title, this volume contains a lengthy section on
institutional growth factors.
In the first volume, Barclay argued that the "supreme mission" and work ofMethodism
was to bring people into a vital relationship with God. Early American Methodism was most
committed to this cause, and received its missionary character from this priority. American
Methodist expansion was "an expression of the missionary spirit" (1949: 166). However, the
missionary or evangelistic impetus was tied to many other institutional factors. For example,
Methodism's belief in universal redemption gave a theological foundation to the missionary
thrust and the commitment ofMethodist circuit riders and lay people to the mission made
Methodism a vital force. Additionally, the organization was adapted to this cause.
The form of organization of the Societies�^their primary emphasis upon fellowship, the
absence of rigid dogmatic requirements, and their simplicity of organization admirably
adapted the Movement to the work ofmissionary propagation. Because of its spirit and
genius, the substance and power of its convictions, and the form and method of its
organization, Methodism was early destined to become ... the mightiest missionary
movement ofmodem times. (1949:xli)
Barclay said that the greatest service rendered by Wesley's missionaries to America was
the preservation of the Methodist system under difficult conditions. They gave American
Methodism a pattem that determined the form of its future development and success (1949:50).
Specifically, he referred to "Methodist connectionalism." It included the itinerancy, the class
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system, and societies, with a highly centralized and authoritative administration functioning
through Annual Conferences composed exclusively of preachers (1949:50).
The closing chapters ofVolume Two explicated these institutional factors that were
characteristic ofthe connectional system. The circuit plan was designed to cover the nation with
a network of circuits by which the most remote sections ofthe land had an opportunity to hear
the gospel. It was a missionary system. The circuit riders evinced the missionary spirit in their
lives and work. Due to the nature of the calling and the necessary lifestyle that accompanied it,
most circuit riders were poor, mobile, and unmarried. They were totally committed to their
mission. The church's preoccupation with conversion and the witness ofthe Spirit promoted
personal religion.
Methodists used many agencies of evangelism to attract new members and to promote
the cause of personal religion. Primary among them was the preaching of the circuit riders as
they made their rounds. They preached for and expected results, i.e., for people to be awakened,
converted, and sanctified. People who were awakened were joined to a class and a society.
Also, camp meetings and quarterly meetings (conferences) were useful means for this cause.
Physical phenomena often accompanied Methodist evangelistic efforts even though they were
not the stated goals of those efforts. The phenomena authenticated the experience, were a source
of emotional release, and moved non-Christians to faith. Methodism's emphasis on "revivalism"
undergirded all of its evangelistic efforts. Methodist discipline, the spirituality of preachers, the
conference system, the work of bishops and presiding elders, Methodist songs, Methodist
worship style, Methodist theology, the primacy of experience, extemporaneous preaching, Bible
preaching, circulation ofMethodist literature, arguing against Calvinism in New England, and
OJT for circuit riders were also factors that aided the church in its expansion and primary
mission.
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Some other causes for Methodism's success in numbers and influence relate to its
repudiation of social status, concern for the common people, identification with American ideals,
and moral influence (cf 1950:2-8). Methodists preached the same message to the wealthy and to
the slaves. Everyone needed to be converted. However, it was the common people who were
most receptive to Methodism. The preachers gave themselves to the masses. They took the
gospel to them. It is for this same reason that Methodist preachers were not allowed to charge
for services rendered. Nor were Methodist chapels allowed to rent pews. Methodism's social
conscience complemented its evangelistic thrust.'
Everywhere the Circuit Riders sought out the neglected and the destitute-those for
whom none other cared. They were constrained by the love ofChrist, filled with the
missionary spirit and passion The identification of the Circuit Riders with those
they sought to serve is proofof the integrity of their social concem. (1950:3)
However, Barclay is a careful historian. He recognized the importance of contextual
factors. He blamed the numerical decline in 1777 and 1778 on the War. "Fear and devastation
resuhing from the armies in conflict caused many people to leave their homes in search of safety
and security" (1949:59). During this time, nearly half of the traveling preachers ceased from
traveling. Five circuits were temporarily discontinued.* However, following 1780, conditions
throughout the South greatly favored the growth of an indigenous and evangelical faith like
Methodism. Most of the Anglican priests from the established church deserted their
congregations. Before the war, 91 priests pastored 164 churches and chapels in Virginia. "At
the war's end, 23 ofVirginia's 95 parishes were extinct or forsaken. Of the remaining 72, 34
'
Barclay said that the original mission ofMethodism was to reform the nation and spread
scriptural holiness throughout the land. However, when Methodism's strong mles against
owning slaves interfered with the growth of southem Methodism, the church suspended its rules
in 1785. It avoided the issue because of its negative consequences on growth. In light of this
moral abdication for the sake of expediency, Barclay rephrased the traditional mission statement
to read, "To reform the nation by the spread of scriptural holiness throughout the land." In time
this issue led to a sectional crisis.
* The only circuits that were discontinued were New York and Norfolk. British occupied
New York and Norfolk bumed to the ground. The other three circuits that he mentioned had
active members. When the circuh totals were listed in 1779, these circuits were intact. In fact,
Frederick in Maryland gained 120 members during the time it was "abandoned."
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were 'destitute ofministerial services'" (1949:124). Methodism took advantage of this
opportunity and appealed to disenfranchised and receptive people. Barclay then examined the
decline ofGeorgia Methodism in the 1790s. He wrote, "Prosperous trade with the Indians and
the ready increase of slave labor engrossed the minds of the people" so that many became cold to
the cause of religion (1949:126). Also, at this time there was a shortage of preachers, a storm of
theological controversy raged with the Baptists and Presbyterians over the issue ofCalvinism,
and the O'Kelly schism of 1792 caused many members and preachers to leave the church.
As Americans moved to the far reaches of the frontier, emigration ofMethodists laity
and local preachers helped to establish Methodism in newly settled territories. However, the
movement to the frontier also caused a numerical declension in the areas from which people
migrated. "Among the Kentucky emigrants were numerous Methodists-so many, in fact, that in
some places, large Societies were entirely broken up" (1949:146).
William Warren Sweet wrote Methodism in American History (1953). Sweet is the
grandfather ofmodem Methodist historians. No other person has written as profusely on the
subject. He has a style that is all his own. His academic prowess set him apart from the
Methodist historians prior to his time. Even so, he is a creature of his time and his passions. The
three main themes that were reflected in his writings point to his premises. First, he studied
Methodism within the context of its national, physical, and material environments. Methodism
was acted upon by outside forces. Such a position defied any facile attempt to delineate
independent growth factors. There was a correlation between Methodist growth and the extent to
which it adapted itself to the challenges of its contexts.
Second, he wanted to integrate religious history into historyper se.
As the title of this book implies, the history of American Methodism is here considered
as a phase ofAmerican history, and it is assumed that it can best be understood in
relation to the history of the American people. In other words, it is taken for granted that
American Methodism has never carried on its work in a vacuum. (1953:Preface)
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Third, Methodism so perfectly personified the American spirit that it could be identified
with it. It gave voice to the values and ideals ofthe young Republic. The masses resonated with
it, and it resonated with them. In fact, from its founding in 1784, the MEC was at the vanguard
of a popular revolt that reshaped the religious landscape of America and recast it in American
terms. This is the "Americanization" theory. Many other historians pick up on this, but none of
them champion it as forcefully as Sweet. Having said all of this, in Chapter 8 of the above
mentioned book. Sweet lapsed into institutional triumphalism. He stated.
The greatest accomplishment of America has been the conquest of the continent. ... It is
no exaggeration to say that the most significant single factor in the history of the United
States has been the Westem movement of population, and the churches which devised
the best methods for following the population as it pushed westward were the ones
destined to become the great American churches. The Methodist Episcopal Church is
one of the two largest Protestant Churches in the United States to-day largely because it
possessed, or developed, the best technique for following and ministering to a moving
and restless population. (1953:143)
In this chapter, he defined eleven institutional factors that caused Methodist growth
(1953:143-160).
1 . The itinerant system was adapted to the task of spreading the gospel in the sparsely
settled and rapidly developing country.
2. Related to the itinerant system was the organizational concept of centralization.
Sweet said that the Methodist system was highly centralized and that centralization was the best
policy for that context.
3. The circuit riders had tremendous "staying power." Neither hardship nor distance
kept them from fulfilling their calling. They were totally committed to their work. As an
evidence to this, few were married.
4. Young preachers did not have to develop many new sermons because they were
constantly preaching at new locations. This allowed them to perfect their sermons and their
oratory skills.
44
5. "The local preacher was a factor of immense importance to the development of
frontier Methodism" (1953:147). Frequently, they were the first on the scene when new land was
settled. Many times they had classes organized prior to the arrival of a circuit rider. As lay
people, they stayed and tended the flock as the circuit rider made his rounds.
6. Early American Methodism had the most effective organization for its context. It
developed a system of supervision for each individual Methodist. The office of presiding elder
was especially well adapted to this task.
7. Methodism was aided by its theology. It emphasized individual responsibility and the
equality of all people in the sight of God. This "democratic gospel" endeared Methodists to their
audience.
8. The preachers were "men of the people" and they were with the people. They
combined the theological concepts of indigeneity and incamational ministry. Even the bishops
lived with the common people as they made their constant rounds. Related to the traveling
bishops, Sweet wrote.
It is very doubtful whether the highly centralized, autocratic system of church
govemment which the Methodist Episcopal Church possessed, could have been
successfully administered if the early bishops had not moved about constantly among the
people. As has been said, Methodism had an autocratic form of church govemment and
preached a democratic gospel. (1953:149-150)
9. The Methodist Book Concem fumished suitable religious literature for its
constituency. All traveling preachers were book agents for the Book Concem. The books were
read in one household and then were loaned to the neighbors until they made their way through
the entire circuit.
10. Methodism sang itself into the hearts of the people. "The hymns were so arranged
as to make the hymn book a practical manual for the teaching ofChristian truth, and the hymns
were heavily freighted with Methodist theology" (1953:151). Methodist hymns were popular
with the people. In the camp meetings, singing took on exaggerated importance.
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1 1 . Camp meetings were very helpful in the spreading ofMethodism. By 1812,
Methodists organized and conducted more than four hundred annual camp meetings in America.
They were well adapted to the frontier environment and served a dual purpose, one social and the
other religious. Camp meetings were also popular in the settled areas ofthe East.
In 1954, Robert E. Coleman presented the definitive work on early American Methodist
institutional growth factors. His Ph.D. dissertation is titled "Factors in the Expansion ofthe
Methodist Episcopal Church from 1784 to 1812." It is 548 pages long and contains a
bibliography of 295 books. His theoretical framework is the sect-to-church-to-denomination
model. However, after the introduction, he only refers to it sporadically. He never makes an
effort to prove it or show how it determined early American Methodist growth (cf 1954:5 12).
[Coleman] attempts to state the probable reasons for the expansion of the early
Methodist Episcopal Church. The method employed is to relate the internal practice and
faith ofMethodism to its environment, and show how particular aspects of the
denomination were favorable in this early setting to its rapid growth. (1954:20)
He described seven categories of institutional factors that caused growth. They were the
itinerant system�missionary thrust, centrally directed, mobile and flexible, economical, and
served by a corps of dedicated itinerants; the conference organization�democratic oligarchy.
General Conference, Annual Conference, Quarterly Conference; the local church
organization� lay leadership, a fellowship of eamest souls, a spiritual hospital, a disciplined
group, class meetings; popular techniques of evangelism�revivalism, camp meetings, method of
preaching, hymn singing; the Methodist message-simplicity of doctrine, salvation for all,
religion experienced, realized perfection; the effort to propagate-the Book Concem, child
instmction, attitude toward education; and popular associations-a national religion, a people's
movement, incamational, focused on masses, a haven to blacks.'
It is not possible to list all of his growth factors related to the above-listed categories in
this review. They are myriad.
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In contrasting Methodism to other growing churches of the time, Coleman emphasized
that Methodism had evangelistic fervor, missionary impulse, sociological appeal, democratic
aspirations, informal ministerial training, indigenous preachers who used the same sermon more
than once, and Arminian theology (1954:83 and 216). It capitalized on and was aided by
revivals, which were the greatest single factor in the spread of evangelical faith (1954:293).
Quarterly conferences and camp meetings were institutionalized forms of revivalism (1954:301)
"Emotional religion" was a common characteristic of Methodist meetings. Methodist preaching
was biblical, experiential, extemporaneous, informal, powerful, and emotional. It appealed to the
heart and soul ofthe people (1954:508). However, it was Methodism's system that most set it
apart from other evangelistic denominations and accounts for its superior growth.'"
Under the itinerant system, Methodism enjoyed the advantage of centralization,
represented by the Episcopal office [especially Asbury who Americanized the system
and modeled its ideals], with its subordinate presiding elders, in conjunction with the
ascending Conference organizations coordinated on a local, area, regional and national
scale. . . . The fact that the Baptist churches in America did not have a central
organization [even though they were very similar to Methodists in other ways] was
undoubtedly one ofthe most significant reasons why the Baptists did not grow as rapidly
as did the Methodists. (1954:180-181)"
Coleman pointed out that Methodism was primarily a lay movement. In the absence of
the circuit riders, the local church was run by lay leaders. In fact, lay leadership in the local
church made it possible for the circuit riders to be itinerant evangelists. Without the
"lay-pastorate," circuit riders would have been stationed before the land was won and Methodism
Coleman showed that early American Methodists articulated a formula very similar to
Donald McGavran's "receptivity principle" (cf 1990:179-197). The itinerate preached where he
could find people to listen. If they responded he formed them into classes and societies and
added them to his circuit. "If he saw that the field was more than he could handle, a call would
be relayed ... to send more help to the territory. Especially were the Methodist preachers to be
diligent 'to observe in what places God is pleased at any time to pour our his Spirit more
abundantly,' so that at crucial times 'more labourers than usual' could be sent 'unto that part ofthe
harvest'" (1954:196).
Coleman mitigated his adulation of the system by suggesting that "it had no distinct
advantage unless the church is working in a missionary setting" (1954:176). In other words, the
itinerancy was not perfected to operate in a highly developed society or within the bounds of a
well established church. In the vastness of early America, its missionary spirit and effective
organization were primary factors in Methodist growth.
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would have lost its strategic advantage. Additionally, the lay preachers went before the circuit
riders in many areas and formed classes. They also preached revivals and organized small
circuits when there were no circuit riders available. They were completely indigenous in that
they lived and worked among the people during the week (1954:252 ff).
Methodism was not so much a theology as it was a way of life that evidenced itself in
growth, in grace, right living, and personal religion. "The emphasis upon practical religion and
the neglect of theological speculation caused the church to gain considerable popular prestige in
the eyes of the people who were dissatisfied with the endless doctrinal discussions" (1954:366).
As an evidence of this, a person did not have to pass a creedal test to join the church, but he or
she did have to pass a lifestyle and commitment test. In short, Methodist theology was practical,
experiential, and it resonated with the values of the people.
In an article titled, "Methodism�Miracle and Mystery" (1960), Edward Mills declared
that the amazing growth of early American Methodism was "Due to a number of favoring
influences which converged at a crucial point in history" (1960:189). He offered six growth
factors.
1 . There was a receptivity and tremendous spiritual hunger in the multitudes.
Methodism tapped into that spring.
2. The populafion was mobile and moving West. Other denominafions could not keep
up.
3. Arminian theology emphasized free will and the need for personal participation in the
process.
4. The Methodist system was centralized and disciplined.
5. It used unordained preachers who were young, unmarried and who moved frequently.
They were trained via practical experience.
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6. Other denominations were handicapped in deaUng with the situation. Anghcans
suffered because of their British ties and a shortage of clergy. Baptists had a lack of centralized
government. Presbyterians insisted on a professionally trained clergy.
Indubitably Methodism is a miracle which human factors are inadequate to explain. It
transcended its lowly origin, surmounted numerous external obstacles, and survived the
fallibilities of its founder who was unfortunate in his love affairs and mistaken in his
attitude toward the American war of independence. (1960: 1 89-190)
Kenneth Scott Latourette described early American Methodism as a primary movement
by which Christianity expanded in America. Of course, his analysis presupposes his wave
theory.'^ In his works, he examined American Methodism in context and in comparison to the
total picture. For example, he was quick to observe the relationship between demographics and
church growth.'^ In The 1 9th Centurv Outside Europe (1961), he credited Methodist gains to the
As Latourette reflected on the history ofChristianity, he discovered a discemible pattem
to expansion and decline. This led him to develop his wave theory. He intended it to be an
interpretive schema by which the highs and lows ofChristianity in any given period could be
discemed in relation to the universal progress of Christ.
In the book. The Unquenchable Light , his wave theory is spelled out. "From Jesus,
through Christianity, have issued impulses which have helped to shape every phrase of
civilization. ... Its course has been like that of the incoming tide. Like the tide it has moved
forward in waves. Each major wave has been followed by a major recession. But each major
wave has set a new high-water mark and each major recession has been less pronounced than its
predecessor" (1945:x).
Ironically, the time ofMethodism's formation and explosion in America corresponds to a
period of universal decline for Christianity. Latourette called the years between 1750 and 1815 a
"Revolutionary Age." During this time, the cause ofCatholicism was on the retreat, deism was
on the rise, and nationalism coupled with revolution in Europe threatened the Church. The
phenomenal growth ofMethodism in America before, during, and after the Second Great
Awakening is a prelude to Latourette's "Great Century" (1815-1914).
The following titles from books written by Latourette summarize his theory. He
conducted an exhaustive analysis ofChristianitv through the Ages. After examining The Historv
ofChristianitv he discovered that The Unquenchable Light proved that the time from Jesus to the
present could be characterized as the Anno Domini even in a "Revolutionary Age." That led him
to develop his wave theory as a model to explain the meaning of The Historv ofthe Expansion of
Christianity.
When answering why the preponderance of blacks were evangelical Protestant,
Latourette said, "The blacks were largely massed in the South This meant that they were
more exposed to Protestantism, and to the Protestantism of the older American stock, than to the
Roman Catholic form ofthe faith or to the Protestantism of the nineteenth-century immigration,
for, as we have seen, because ofthe competition ofNegro labour most of the nineteenth-century
immigrants kept aloof from the South. . . . Presumably, too, they would be predominantly from
those forms of Protestantism, chiefly Methodist and Baptist, that were the means through which
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following institutional factors: camp meetings, the class system, popular hymns, the message, the
mode of preaching, the lifestyle and character of the circuit rider, lay preachers, the institutional
structure, the Methodist Book Concern, work with "blacks," and Sunday schools (1961:16-83).
He sounded a common theme when he compared early American Methodism to the early
Franciscans.
... the dedicated poverty, the joyous preaching of salvation, an orderly structure marked
by occasional dissensions and storms, and the third order of laity, who did not take the
vows ofthe full members [ordained elders who itinerated], but who shared their faith and
gave themselves to works of piety and benevolence. (1961 :22).
In 1964, Emory Stevens Bucke, edited a three-volume work titled The Historv of
American Methodism. The first volume covers the years 1736 to 1844. In the introduction to
section two of Volume One (235-240), Webb Garrison epitomized the factors that gave
Methodism a superior thrust in winning the masses. Those factors were "doctrines congenial to
emerging optimism and nationalism, extreme mobility, and abundant man power" (1964:238).
In Chapter 8, "Growth and Spread, 1785-1804" (361-418), Lawrence Sherwood wrote
about the appeal ofMethodism from a national and regional perspective. After reflecting on
Methodism's remarkable growth he offered the following commentary:
What were the factors that caused this blanketing of the new nation with the Methodist
doctrines and discipline? No one answer can be given; the factors were not the same in
Charleston, South Carolina, as in Boston or Nashville. Nonetheless, as one looks at the
way that the seeds ofMethodism grew into vigorous plants in various sections of the
country, certain reasons appear again and again. (1964:364)."*
Christianity had spread among the elements of the white population to whose economic and
cultural level the Negroes most nearly approximated" (1961:77-78).
By that he meant that Methodism grew chiefly among "the proletariat of the older
American stock-those of lower incomes and scanty education" (1961:41) Because blacks and
new immigrants shared this common trait, they were more inclined to respond to Methodism and
the Baptists than to denominations which ministered to the middle- and upper-income groups. It
is a contextual point related to indigeneity. Simultaneously, the same qualities that endeared
Methodism to the masses also alienated it from the gentry. However, as the data show,
Methodism did have a good influence with these other classes. In fact, Methodism adapted to its
audience so that the Methodism of the frontier was different from the Methodism ofNew
England. A question that this research seeks to answer is how Methodism adapted to its various
contexts so that it meshed and had the effect of being indigenous.
This is a significant appraisal ofMEC growth. The chapter points to the regional nature
ofMethodist growth. It argues that each region grew in accordance to its own circumstances.
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He offered six generalizable or ubiquitous growth factors. Five were institutional, and
one was contextual. The contextual factor was migration. Migration accounted for the growth of
Methodism because it moved the masses from the populated areas where there were churches to
non-populated areas where there were few religious institutions. However, Sherwood does not
focus on the contextual nature ofmigration. Rather, he focuses on an institutional quality of
Methodism that benefited from migration. He said that migration accounted for Methodist
growth because Methodists were a part of the migration. As they moved, they took their faith
with them, and Methodism was established in the new settlements (1964:364-365).
The five institutional factors were the work of the local preachers, the circuit system,
democratic theology, the class meeting, and episcopal leadership. He concluded that Methodism
grew in two ways. First, the circuit system allowed for an intensive cultivation of the soil. As a
circuit grew in the number ofmembers and preaching stations, it was divided into more circuits.
Thus, the work ofwinning the whole area was intensified as the circuit was made smaller. A
work was begun with a large circuit and continued until the area was covered with Methodists.
A second way that Methodism grew was unique to that time. There was an expanding
geographical area into which organized Methodism moved. As a system, Methodism was
perfectly suited for this type of geographic expansion.
Wallace G. Smeltzer wrote an important tract titled: Bishop Francis Asburv in the
Making ofAmerican Methodism (1971). In it he tells the history of early American Methodism
through the life ofAsbury. As the title suggests, Smeltzer believed that Asbury was a primary
cause and the central figure for the making of American Methodism. His feelings were
epitomized in the following quote.
From this perspective, it is a single issue study. However, it is contained in this section
because it examines the Methodist system to show how Asbury's leadership made it produce
growth.
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Under [Asbury's] administrative oversight American Methodism developed its
characteristic features. He held nearly all the Conferences until 1816, ordained
practically all ofthe early Methodist preachers, and appointed them to their Circuits. He
manipulated the new denomination in a superb strategy of expansion so that he might
rightly be called "Father of American Methodism." (Smeltzer 1971:5)
In addition to the attention that this tract gives to Asbury, it also offers numerous insights
into why early American Methodism grew. Smeltzer examined the nature ofthe Methodist
movement in England. He accounted for its growth there on the basis of seven factors: preaching
anywhere a hearing could be found; gospel of free grace; the organization of those who
responded to the message into classes, societies, and circuits; the work of lay preachers and
circuit riders in spreading the movement and tending to the flock; testimonies from those who
were transformed; discipline; and mutual accountability (1971 :4-6). He believed it was
important to show how and why this system needed to be "Americanized." He wrote, "As the
young republic was shaping its instruments of govemment, a new Church, providentially
equipped in doctrine, leadership and organization, had been raised up to meet the spiritual needs
of the expanding new nation" (1971:16). He offered four reasons or secrets to explain early
American Methodist grovrth: the circuit system, the camp meetings, the migration ofMethodist
families to the frontier, and the threefold conditions under which the itinerants labor-equal pay,
limited tenure, and the unlimited power of the bishop to make appointments (1971 :2 1-23). He
then explained Asbury's strategy for geographic expansion and showed how it was designed to
win the nation. He offered three suggestions for renewal: a recovery of the essentials ofthe
Gospel (free grace, Christian assurance, experiential salvation, perfect love, and Christian
witness); a recovery of the spiritual power of early Methodism; and the rediscovery of our
historical heritage (1971:27-29).
Later, Smeltzer tumed the tract into a book. Bishop Francis Asburv: Field Marshal ofthe
Lord (1982). As the title implies, this book was written to show how Asbury was the primary
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architect of the Methodist system in America and of its consequent growth. The following sums
up Smeltzer's work:
The Wesleyan foundation was built upon to create the American Methodist connectional
system. The creators of the system were the Methodist preachers, and the guiding
leadership in it all was that given by Bishop Asbury. The completed system may well be
called Asburian. It was not designed, but rather it evolved. The pressures of a
tremendously growing evangelistic church, operating in a time of general spiritual
decadence and lethargy, and adapting its procedures to the needs of the times, doing this
in the heady atmosphere of a new free nation,--this was the lusty adolescent over which
Francis Asbury was set a general superintendent. (1982:84)
Asbury was given credit for Methodist growth to the extent that he guided the system.
However, it was the work of the circuit riders and the system itself that caused growth. In a
chapter titled, "Fishing with a Large Net," Smeltzer examined these related growth factors.
1 . Methodist circuits were planted so they thinly blanketed the nation.
2. The circuit riders were completely dedicated to their task.
3. They proclaimed the Bible doctrines of repentance, faith in Christ, and salvation as
experienced forgiveness.
4. They were knit together by a connectional system which provided spiritual discipline,
and supervision at every level.
5. Early American Methodism was driven by a passion to win people to Jesus and then
to nurture them in grace.
6. Camp meetings were effective evangelistic tools. Many circuit riders were converted
and recruited through camp meetings.
7. At times Asbury deliberately scheduled conferences in places where there were few
Methodists because he intended the assembled preachers to preach to the local populance.
8. Methodism had a powerful ministry with blacks.
In 1971, Charles Ferguson published Organizing to Beat the Devil. In 1983, it was
revised and republished as Methodists and the Making of America. His main thesis is
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"Methodism is America in microcosm" (1983: 1 ). He showed the confluence of American
Methodism and America in general and provided numerous examples of the mixing and
influencing of the two. Many other growth factors were attached to this proposition, e.g., the
system, the preachers, the message, the theology, innovations, revivalism, impulse to expand,
music, and the popular appeal.
1. The system was perfectly adapted to its context. It allowed Methodism to conquer the
land. It included many separate factors.
2. The circuit system divided the land so that sparsely populated areas could be
organized and worked.
3. Each circuit was provided with at least one circuit rider. The circuit riders cultivated
the area. They established classes and preaching stations all over the land.
4. The circuit riders were indigenous in personage and they preached a contextualized
message that was relevant and affective. They received their education by means ofOJT. Each
proved his calling and ability in the local church before becoming a circuit rider.
5. Circuit riders were disciplined and not distracted by material needs. Each took a
virtual vow of poverty, chastity, and obedience. They were totally dedicated to the task of
winning the masses to Christ and establishing Methodism wherever they went.
6. Circuit riders were supervised by bishops and presiding elders who had the authority
and respect to make things happen.
7. Local, regional, and national conferences connected the circuit riders and their people
to the larger movement. Local conferences were a training ground for young and aspiring
preachers. They were evangelistic in character and had a social dimension. National and
regional conferences gave the circuit riders support, training, and encouragement. In many ways,
they functioned like a pep rally.
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8. The class meetings organized new converts into small groups and discipled them.
Later, the camp meeting replaced the class meeting.
9. Methodism had a form of government that was well suited for the spiritual growth
and nurturing of converts and leaders. It was local in nature but centralized in effect. On the
national level, it was governed by bishops, presiding elders, and circuit riders. On the local level,
it was held together by local preachers who acted like pastors, exhorters, and class leaders.
10. Methodism championed the camp meeting and used it as a tool for evangelism.
1 1 . Methodist music carried its message to the people and reinforced the preaching.
Music was a powerfiil force in the spread and appeal ofMethodism.
12. Methodists were experts at preaching for conversion and transformation.
Conversion became a hallmark ofMethodism.
13. Methodists sought slaves, preached to them, and organized them. The Methodist
message and its free worship style appealed to African slaves.
14. Bishops Asbury and McKendree were perfectly suited for their tasks. Asbury
"Americanized" Methodism and organized it for its task. McKendree opened Methodism to the
West and made it more democratic.
15. Natural acts, such as the earthquakes of 181 1-1812, rumors ofwar, and slave revolts,
caused a new receptivity that augmented Methodist rolls.
Sydney Ahlstrom's A Religious Historv of the American People (1972) is very similar to
other religious histories ofAmerica. In a manner similar to Sweet, he saw Methodism as a part
of a bigger whole. However, his reasons for Methodism's growth are a mixture of institutional
and contextual factors. They are so intertwined that it is tempting to cut the Gordian Knot rather
than untie it. However, he does offer some generalizable principles from the vantage point ofthe
Christmas Conference in 1784 and the frontier in the early 1800s.
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So complex and involved were these religious currents, however, that it is possible to
evaluate the Methodist legacy only from a vantage point at the end ofthe nineteenth
century. At the present time [1784] it is more important to note two fundamental aspects
of the new church [that allowed it to make maximum gains in domestic missions]: its
message and its structure. (1972:372-373)
Methodism's message was characterized by its emphasis on personal religious
experience, its legalistic views on Christian behavior, and its doctrinal simplicity. Each of these
Wesleyan tendencies became accentuated on the frontiers where Methodism flourished. Its
doctrines rested on three primary points: (1) God's grace is free to all; (2) people have free will,
i.e., they can accept or reject God's grace; (3) A justified sinner must move on to perfection.
However, "What made Methodism so dynamic an element in American Protestantism was the
remarkable institutions by which its message was spread and enforced" (1972:373). On the
national level, those institutions are: its strict form of government, the absolute power of the
bishops, the circuit system, and the presiding elders. On the local level, the institutions are: the
class meeting and the work of lay ministers to include class leaders and exhorters.
In reference to the West, Ahlstrom stated, "No group prospered more in the West or
seemed more providentially designed to capitalize on the conditions of the advancing American
firontier than the Methodists. ... In 1789 even New England had been invaded" (1972:436). He
then offered the following four factors that most contributed to Methodist growth.
1 . The most important factor in the amazing expansion ofMethodism in all directions
was the circuit system and the disciplined and autocratic way in which the circuits were laid out,
staffed, and supervised. Methodists were able to evangelize a moving population.
2. The second most important factor was the camp meeting. "Because early Methodists
did not tum their backs on groans or jerks, they could slay their thousands while other
denominations counted their hundreds" (1972:436).
3. The manner in which Methodists recruited and trained their preachers was also
important. Preachers were home-grown. They proved themselves in the local church prior to
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being ordained. Thie> were elitists in the system, but they were not social elitists or "better" than
the people to whom they ministered. "With little formal training to divorce them from the
common idiom, they reduced the Christian message and its implications for life to the simplest
possible terms, and preached it simply, directly, and forcefully" (1972:438). In like manner was
their use of informality and their continued interest in the masses.
4. A final factor was their Wesleyan theology. "One must insist that the force of
primitive Wesleyan theology constituted a major factor in the Methodist explosion on the
fronfier" (1972:439). By Wesleyan theology Ahlstrom meant "Arminianism set on fire."'*
John Michael Caldwell presented a fascinating dissertation to the University of
Oklahoma titled "The Methodist Organization of the United States, 1784-1844: An Historical
Geography of the Methodist Episcopal Church from Its Formation to Its Division" (1982). In it
he analyzed Methodism in terms of three geographic characteristics-distribution (both
geographical and numerical), structure in space, and the means by which the system grew
numerically and territorially (1982:5 and 1 1). The movement organized its members in an
In line with his Puritan bias, Ahlstrom made the following remarks, "There is no
justification for the conclusion ofmany historians (including the most fervent Methodists) that
the Methodist message was a 'democratic theology' or a 'frontier faith'" (1972:438). "One can
and must contradict the assertions ofTumer, Sweet, and other frontier enthusiasts. . . . Church
historians are always tempted to see a religious corollary, and speak of "democratic churches"
and "democratic theology." Yet it would seem that here in the classic frontier experience the
opposite phenomenon is more striking. The continuing force of the Westminster Assembly
behind all of these movements defies calculation" (1972:453). "Its theology was derived not
from American democracy or the frontier but from John Wesley-a very different source indeed. .
. . Methodist demand for repentance stems from the heart of the Puritan movement.
Arminianism in this context meant not an optimistic view of human nature, but a reinterpretation
of the strict Calvinistic understanding of atonement, grace, and the sanctifying work ofthe Holy
Spirit" (1972:438).
Wesley was eclectic but there is no evidence that he borrowed his understanding of grace
or the order of salvation from the Puritans. The descendants of the Puritans assailed Methodism
and its theology. For its part, Methodism retumed the favor. The story ofMethodism in New
England dramatizes this clash. Granted, at times the combatants needlessly polarized their
positions in order to make their points. However, few claim that the message of the early
Methodists came from the ideals of the new Republic so that it was a "democrafic theology."
Rather, the MEC "Americanized" its style and its preaching to bring them into line with the
ideals of popular culture. Missiologists call this "contextualization."
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ascending ecclesiastical hierarchy of band, class, society, circuit, and conference. These
elements corresponded in spatial terms to a point, line, or area. Leaders were adapted to each
level of the spatial organization. As such, Methodism was spatially organized to occupy the land
in terms of its ecclesiastical structure. Caldwell analyzed every aspect ofMethodism as it related
to his threefold criterion. Hundreds of individual growth factors could be annotated from his
dissertation. However, the following is a good summary.
Prior to the Christmas Conference, Methodism in America became a predominately
southem phenomenon. During the war, it grew in the South because of its positive relationship
with Anglicanism, frequent revivals, a lack of fighting in the South during the early years, and
emigration from the North. Southem Methodism benefited from Anglicanism in several ways.
For example, it depended on the Anglican Church for sacraments. Second, evangelical priests,
especially Devereux Jarratt, worked with the Methodists in revivals and gave them authenticity.
Third, where the Anglicans declined, Methodists grew. Anglicans were most numerous in the
South. This helps to explain why Methodists were most numerous in the South (1982:42-44).
After 1784, Methodism benefited by its national charter, ordained clergy, and
independent status. It became America's church. It was aided in its quest for new members by
the missionary fimction of the circuit riding preacher, its evangelical spirit, and its theology of
free grace. The geographic expansion ofMethodism resulted from several interacting factors.
The organized and unorganized work of circuit riders and local preachers pushed organized
Methodism to the vanguard of the frontier. Population migrafion ofMethodists to the frontier
also aided in that cause. The circuit system and itinerancy were well adapted to the context.
Additionally, camp meetings, conferences, other organized revival techniques, and natural
phenomena (e.g., earthquakes, comets, weather), aided in Methodist growth and expansion. As
the church grew in numbers and area, the church had to adjust its inner-machinery and
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ecclesiastical structure. The way the church adapted to its growth and new environments
determined its long-term success. Thus, adaptation was a major growth factor and/or cause for
decline (1982:172-175).
In 1982, John McEllhenney et al. published United Methodism in America: A Compact
History. It contains two chapters on growth factors in early Methodism. Under a sub-heading
titled "Keys to Continued Growth," the authors summarized their position:
How can we account for this extraordinary growth? Several factors may explain it.
Among the most important are unusual dedication of the preachers and the laity, a form
of organization suited to the conditions of the time and the extension ofthe ministries of
the Evangelical Association and the United Brethren Church to English speaking people.
(1982:70)
Obviously, the last factor does not apply to this study. As the chapters unfold, the
authors offered the following additional growth factors in early American Methodism: worship,
education, mission, and publications.
Martin Marty's, Pilgrims in Their Own Land: 500 Years ofReligion in America (1984),
painted a glowing picture of successful Methodism in early America. Marty used an
"evolutionary" theory to help explain why certain denominations thrived on the frontier and why
others did not.
This Second Great Awakening churched the West. Here was a textbook example of free
enterprise in the marketplace of religion, a competition in which the fittest survived.
Whenever someone discovered new nooks and crannies on the spiritual landscape, they
quickly developed new movements or sects. The message of the aggressors to the
uncommitted was 'Be saved!' and to each other, 'Adapt or die!'" (Marty 1984:169)
After describing why the established denominations failed, Marty wrote, "Methodism
vied with the Baptists for size and outdid them for influence. North and South" (1984:170) even
though it was the new kid on the block. The question then becomes, in what ways was early
American Methodism better adapted to its context than the other denominations? The following
points hint at the answer.
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1 . Methodists knew how to attract and convert the lonely and then place them in the
company of like-minded people where they could be discipled.
2. Methodists were aided by their emphasis on Christian perfection.
3. Bishop Asbury was a tremendous growth factor. He Americanized Methodism and
artfully led its march forward.
4. New migrants on the trails were targets for Methodist preachers. Migrants were
receptive to religion because of their situation and there were few other churches to compete with
the Methodists for the attention of the migrants.
5. Circuit riders and located preachers were driven by a sense of competition. "The love
ofGod inspired such driven men, but competition spurred them, since they knew that the race
would go to those who outwitted the others on the road. The first enemy was neither the devil
nor women [marriage stole itinerants from the ministry] but the Baptists" (1984:173).
6. The Second Great Awakening, revivalism, and the camp meeting all served the cause
ofMethodism. Methodists were equipped and organized to take advantage of the times and the
stirrings ofGod's Spirit.
7. Earthquakes and rumors ofwar with England in 1811-1812 revived the revival winds
of the Second Great Awakening. Once again, Methodists were on the scene to take advantage of
the higher levels of receptivity related to these events.
In 1989, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark added a new chapter to their "Tuming Pews into
People: Estimating 19th Century Church Membership" (1986). In a prior work they used
denominational reports and Census data to reconstruct religious demographics in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in America. That gave them a true picture of church
adherence. The data indicated that the mainstream denominations were not mainstream, and that
the sects (Baptists and Methodists) were the tme mainstream churches. Using the language of
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economic theory, they postulated that "religious freedom created a relatively unregulated
American religious economy and that the competitive forces of the market place found the liberal
Protestants unprepared, unable and often quite unwilling to attract and hold a committed
following" (1989:28). In other words, "in relatively unregulated religious economies, groups
begin to lose their market positions as soon as, and to the degree that, they become secularized"
(1989:28). As such, secularism was a cause of denominational decline, and "sectness" was a
factor for growth." In attempting to understand why Methodists and Baptists dominated the
scene, the authors suggested four vital factors that separated them from their competitors:
organizational structure, the clergy, evangelical techniques, and theology.
Like Baptists, local Methodist churches were democratic and lay oriented. Both drew
their membership fi-om the masses. The circuit riders were not "professional clergy." They were
itinerant evangelists. In their absence, the laity ran the church. As such, Methodism capitalized
on democratic congregational life and centralization of the national church, i.e., an effective
organization that coordinated a national effort to win the lost and expand the church without the
burden of high economic costs. "They had the best of both worlds�centralized direction and
local control" (1989:33, 1992:73).'*
Moreover, in terms of character, lifestyle, and social orientation, Methodist clergy (both
local and ttaveling) were indigenous and lacked formal education. They preached from the heart
and to the heart. They valued experiential religion and evangelistic zeal above "book leaming."
Methodist preaching was undergirded by the democratic rhetoric ofArminianism. Its message
appealed to the people. More importantly, Methodist preachers expected the power of God to be
" "Secularized" is defined as "to move from otherworldliness to worldliness, to relax moral
restrictions on members, and to surrender claims to an exclusive and superior truth."
For a fiiller report on this subject, reference The Churching ofAmerica 1776-1990:
Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economv by Finke and Stark (1992:1-108). It describes
the "four vital factors" in detail.
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present in their meetings. Sin, redemption, and sanctification were constant topics in their
sermons. They were more interested in salvation and changed lives than in proper theology.
Another reason for the effectiveness ofMethodist clergy was the manner in which they
were recruited. They did not make ministers via education; rather, they found ministers with a
clear calling and an ability to do the job. Ministry was not a profession, it was a vocation.
In "The Puzzle ofAmerican Methodism" (1994)," Hatch said that Methodism grew
faster than the competition because it "enjoyed great strategic advantage in a free-religious
economy, in a westward-moving nation, increasingly suspicious of the pretensions of educated
professionals" (1994:5). To support his claim he offered the following facts: Methodism
transcended class barriers, Methodism empowered people to own their religion, and Methodism
fostered social mobility. They preached three themes: free grace, free choice, and the power of a
personal religious experience. In conclusion, he made four important statements. First,
American Methodists reconstructed the church along voluntary lines and welcomed a plural and
competitive religious environment. This is in opposition to the attitudes and methods of the state
churches. Second, Methodists injected vemacular Christianity into the bloodstream ofAmerica,
i.e., faith incamated into popular culture. This is indigeneity at its best. Third, Methodism
resonated with the logic of capitalism and liberal individualism. Fourth, Methodists represented
religion in a pliable and adaptable form (1994:13-14).
Since the publication of Ahlstrom's A Religious Historv of the American People (1972),
Hatch and a host of others have reshaped the landscape of early American religious history.
They have tumed Ahlstrom's work upside-down. Those who were depicted as normative, i.e., the
established churches with special emphasis given to the Puritan heritage, are shown to be
out-of-step with the people and marginalized. Methodists and other sects are recast as the ones
who were on the cutting edge ofAmerican culture. The period surrounding the American
Revolution is pictured as a watershed time. The transition from colonialism to republicanism
forever changed America. The new sects were the ones who were most influential in shaping the
values and character ofAmerica in the new era. They are the real "American" churches.
Jonathan Sassi is one ofmany scholars who chronicles the emergence ofHatch's theory
and those who collaborated with him. He supports his research with a lengthy bibliography (cf
"Religion in the Early Republic." 1997).
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In "Motives, Methods, and Margins in Methodism's Age of Expansion" (1994), David
Hempton attempted to answer the basic question, "What is it and why did it grow where and
when it did?" or "How then is the remarkable growth ofMethodism to be explained?" (1994:4
and 12). He offered these contributing factors.
1 . Methodism combined a democratic appeal with effective leadership. It offered
personal assurance and community disciplines.
2. It allowed the English in America to affirm their "Englishness" without being
Anglican.
3. It possessed a corps of revival preachers who were dedicated to the task. Most felt a
divine unction and experienced the supematural on a regular basis.
4. Methodism was incamated into popular culture.
5. The rise ofthe popular religious press, with the mass dissemination of personal
conversion stories and supematural encounters furthered its appeal.
6. The style of religious communication, worship, and hymns endeared Methodism to
the people.
Methodism's most common themes were, anticlericalism, anti-Calvinism, anti-formalism,
anti-confessionalism, and anti-elitism. "Empowerment was from God, knowledge was from the
scriptures, salvation was available to all and the spirit was manifested not in stmcture and
ecclesiastical order, but in freedom and heart religion" (1994:12).
In a rapidly expanding society with fluid and inadequate structures of institutional
control there was virtually unlimited social space, without hardened distinctions whether
of social class or religious denomination, within which dynamic new religious
movements could take root. Methodism, by appealing both to the authenticity of
religious experience and to the disciplines of class and church membership, offered an
attractive combination of individual assurance and corporate responsibility for those
experiencing the fearfiil exhilaration of rapid social change. ... [In other words,]
Methodism, within a generation, became the largest religious denomination within the
United States due to the appeal of an Arminian theology whose individualistic,
democratic, and optimistic traditional patterns of authority and deference were
succumbing to egalitarian challenge. (1994:12-13)
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American society was flexible, demographically mobile, and pluralistic. Methodism's
egalitarian appeal and effective organization capitalized on the social and demographic
conditions. Also, the revival created a state of religious and theological pluralism. This was
necessary for Methodist growth, especially in New England. "Methodism offered a peculiarly
attractive and distinctive form of religion to expanding societies breaking free from old patterns
of confessional control" (1994:24). Methodism grew fastest in areas where traditional
hierarchical structures were absent or perceived to be antithetical to the new interests. "It
communicated enduring personal stability in the face of disorder, long-lasting eagerness for
discipline, and a nearly inexhaustible hope that the personal dignity affirmed by the gospel could
be communicated to the community as a whole" (1994:25).
John H. Wigger has written extensively on causes for early American Methodist growth.
He was a student ofNathan Hatch and has followed through with Hatch's seminal work. His
dissertation at the University ofNotre Dame is titled, "Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and
the Popularization of American Christianity, 1770-1820" (1994). In it Wigger credited
Methodist growth to a wide range of factors.
Early Methodism's spectacular success was due to a host of factors, both intemal and
extemal. Extemally, the replacement of state-sponsored churches with a free-market
religious system, the pervasive impact of republican ideology, and the rising strength of
America's geographic and cultural peripheries all worked to spur Methodism's advance.
Intemally, Methodism allied itselfwith middling people on the make-skilled artisans,
shopkeepers, petty merchants, and ambitious small planters-made use of an efficient
system of itinerant and local preachers, class meetings, love feasts, quarterly meetings
and camp meetings, embraced popular religious enthusiasm and the worship style of
African Americans, and allowed women a larger public role than the established
denominations. (1994:ii, 4-5, and 1996:9)
The social upheaval following the American revolution dislodged long-held pattems and
entrenched ways of thinking. The new order was characterized by rootlessness, republicanism, a
free market economy, and a general desire to better one's lot in life. Optimism permeated the air.
Throughout the early national period, Methodism appealed to men and women of
ambition; to those who were beginning on society's margins, but who were determined to
do better for themselves and their families. While their opportunities varied from one
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region to the next, the desires which animated them largely did not. ... In short,
Methodists accepted and encouraged the new values necessary for "improvement" in a
market-driven society. It was these characteristics which meshed so well with the life in
the early republic and which helped both the Methodist church and the Methodist people
upward. This ready willingness and ability to thoroughly assimilate into the culture of
the early republic is also what most clearly distinguished the Methodists from other
sectarian groups, such as the Baptists. No other . . [denomination or sect] matched
Methodism's national focus or its overriding commitment to expansion. (1994:23-24)^�
Methodism identified with the values of the middling people and with their cause at a
time when the established churches were unraveling and the nation was going through great flux.
It did so by encouraging individual initiative, self-government, optimism, and geographic
mobility. Methodism also resonated with blacks and women. It enjoyed great growth in these
populations. In short, its emphasis on personal religion, enthusiasm/folk religion, its preachers,
and its system were institutional factors that caused it to grow with the nation and receptive
people groups.^'
Micro-Studies
In "A Short Sketch of the Life and Conversion and Call to the Ministry ofAustin Taft"
(1887), the author recounted his conversion experience and offered conjectures on reasons for
Methodist growth. A good illustration of his thinking was the following: "Early American
Methodism was filled with vigor, vitality, and the fire of the Holy Spirit. The passion for God in
Interestingly, Wigger said that the circuit system gave Methodism a strategic advantage
during the time of rapid geographic expansion. However, once the region was settled, the system
lost its advantage. "This partly explains why Methodist growth exceeded that of the Baptists in
the post-Revolutionary years, and why the Baptists closed the gap by mid century" (Wigger
1994:24). Smeltzer said the opposite, "The opinion is frequently encountered that early
Methodism enjoyed its phenomenal success because its methods [i.e., the circuit system and its
adaptations] were peculiarly adapted to the frontier, and the inference often follows that it was
primarily on the frontier that it achieved its most impressive results. The facts refute this
position. It is true that the system . . . was made-to-order for the condifions of a sparsely settled
evolving frontier. But the results that were obtained in the other settled regions point to its
general effecfiveness" (1982:97).
^' More will be said about Wigger's work in the micro section of this chapter. He has
developed many of the themes of his dissertation into papers on micro-causes for Methodist
growth. It is for that reason that this section does not dwell more on his dissertation. It is a
primary work in early Methodist growth studies.
the heart of the Circuit Rider and revival preachers was the spark that caused the miraculous
growth of early American Methodism" (1 887).
In addition to Smeltzer (1971 and 1982), many others have attributed early American
Methodist growth and success to Francis Asbury.
In 1922, H.K. Carroll wrote Francis Asburv in the Making of American Methodism. It
chronicled the history of early American Methodism from the perspective ofAsbury. Asbury's
character, discipline, preaching, organizational genius, and leadership were key factors that
accounted for Methodism's success. For example, Carroll wrote that Asbury applied the genius
ofEnglish Methodism to America by adapting the following features to the American context:
societies, class meetings, lay preachers, field preaching, fickets, itinerancy, love feasts, quarterly
meetings, and Annual Conference (1922:26-30). Primary among these is itinerancy (1922:73).
Elsewhere he wrote that Methodism's ecclesiastical system was well suited to the task of growth
for two reasons, the itinerancy and the supervisory plan. Both were controlled by Asbury. The
itinerancy combined with the circuit plan made the best use of limited human resources.
Itinerant bishops and presiding elders guided the church in its missionary task. The missionary
spirit was a prime reason for Methodism's success (1922: 140-141). In reference to the need to
use uneducated ministers to preach the gospel, Carroll wrote.
What would have happened to American Chrisfianity ifAsbury insisted on college men
only for the ministry? The Baptist would have gained twice as fast and Methodist would
have been select but few in number. . . . Obviously to reach the unconverted was the first
and most pressing duty. It could not be postponed until ministers were educated.
(1922:179-180)
The development of Sunday schools, Methodist hymns/singing, the distribufion of books
and tracts, "the extensive use of the press," and camp meetings were additional factors that
contributed to Methodist success.^^
Carroll offered fifteen characteristics ofAsbury's leadership style that made him
successfiil. (1) He knew his preachers and was able to appoint them where they could best serve
the cause of the church. (2) He govemed himself before he attempted to govem others. (3) He
loved the people he govemed. He did not take their self-interest lightly even though the greater
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In a biography on an early New England itinerant by the name ofWilbur Fisk, George
Prentice noted the tremendous success of the MEC in New England during its early years. He
then asked, "How shall we account for such remarkable success" (1889:3)? He concluded that
the itinerants were a primary cause. The first were missionaries. Soon, an indigenous ministry
was raised-up. He also credited Bishop Asbury with organizational prowess. He knew the
preachers, and he knew how to use the preachers. He then provided specific reasons why the
itinerants were successful. First, "They were men of good personal appearance, whose dress was
unique, whose manners were familiar and accessible, whose outdoor habits of life made them at
ease with all sorts and conditions ofmen" (1889:3). They were plain people who identified with
the common people. Second, "They were men of extraordinary spirituality and devotion, whose
every-day life was a denial of the world, the flesh, and the devil" (1889:4). He compared them to
Jesuits in their complete devotion and discipline. Third, they had an intensity of conviction that
appealed to people. They had experienced what they preached, and from that experience they
gave testimony to the great truths of experiential religion. "In spite of all the hardships of their
lives and the obstacles their mission encountered, they were the only ministers in New England
who seemed fiilly to have the apostolic spirit, the apostolic faith, and the true fruits of
apostleship" (1889:5). Fourth, in contradistinction to the Calvinists and their system of theology
and logic, the Methodist itinerants preached:
good of the Methodist cause was superior to the individual needs of singular preachers. (4) He
did not act out of revenge, nor did he bear a grudge. (5) He did not consult presiding elders when
making appointments. Too much counsel caused confusion not clarity ofmind. (6) His utter
honesty, singular love for the church, self-denial, abounding sympathy, knowledge, and careful
judgments endeared him to the preachers. (7) He never attempted to "own" the church. He saw
it as God's work. (8) He was the hardest, most constant worker of all the itinerants. (9) He had
administrative and executive abilities. (10) He demonstrated "moral courage." (1 1) He knew
how to use his authority and was a great leader. (12) He showed great prudence and would not
allow himself to be drawn into controversy. Controversy distracted the church from its
missionary cause and focused its energies on intemal issues. (13) He modeled the ideals and the
vision ofMethodism. (14) He lived in the present, but always kept an eye on the horizon
(1922:158-173).
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universal redemption; that the call ofthe gospel comes to all men alike; that all may be
saved on the same terms; that none are eternally reprobate by God's decree, but only by
their own avoidable misdoing; that all are so equally free agents that any one may sin
against the light forever, when obedience to that same light would have saved him; and
that even the holiest saint can stand fast in faith and hope of the gospel only by incessant
watchfulness. (1889:5-6)
Fifth, the itinerants studied Calvinism and the other opposing dogmas and had ready-made
answers for them that were based on scripture. Sixth, the itinerants were wandering evangelists
who made use of chance meetings and every opportunity to share the faith. Seventh, they
organized new converts and seekers into classes where they were nurtured into the faith and the
MEC. Eighth, they made good use ofWesleyan hymns to spread their message. "It is ten times
as easy to leam and repeat a hymn as a sermon" (1889:9). Plus, the use of hymns made the
theology ofMethodism more palatable to the masses.
W.M. Gewehr wrote an article titled, "Some Factors in the Expansion ofFrontier
Methodism, 1800-18 11" (1928). He stated that his purpose was to bring together and evaluate
the factors that caused the growth of the MEC on the fi-ontier. His factors were derived from one
conference and one era but Gewehr believed that they were representative of all the westward
waves. He offered seven factors in the following descending order of importance: the itinerant
system and the circuit rider, the local preacher or the lay ministry, the local organization of the
church, the camp meeting, Methodist hymnody, Methodist theology, and the Methodist press.
This was a thorough and very organized work. As a case study, it combined growth statistics
with institutional factors and contextual issues to some degree. Nevertheless, he credited the
growth ofMethodism to its institutional factors.
In Methodism in the Wildemess 1786-1836 (1954), Cullen Carter credited Methodism's
success on the Appalachian frontier to its itinerant system, Arminian theology, indigenous
ministry, and camp meetings. Two parts of the itinerant system were especially helpftil, a strong
controlling central govemment and traveling preachers. Arminian doctrine was more palatable to
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the early settler than the Calvinist teachings of the Baptists and Presbyterians. It emphasized
conviction of sin, repentance, faith, justification, regeneration, the witness of the Spirit, and
growth in grace. Free will, personal experience, and the need to make a decision to accept or
reject grace were important factors that helped endear the message to the people.
In Francis Asburv (1966), L.C. Rudolph contended that two factors accounted for
Methodism's great growth and success. One was the Methodist system of polity under Asbury.
The other was revival (1966: 1 10). The system was spurred on by revival and revival carried the
system. In fact, the system existed to promote and extend the benefits of revival. Conversion
and discipline were at the heart ofMethodism. Under the category of system, Rudolph reflected
on the people and their work (class leaders, exhorters, local preachers, circuit riders, presiding
elders, and the bishops), the character of the people (wholly dedicated, poor, evangelistic, and
mobile), the institutions (circuits system, class meetings, quarterly conferences, love feasts, and
the like), and the camp meetings. Through it all, he showed how Asbury directed the machinery
and gave vision to the people.
In 1967, Mark B. Lloyd wrote "A Rhetorical Analysis of the Preaching ofBishop Francis
Asbury." In it, he made five conclusions about Asbury based on his preaching. First, he was an
effective and persuasive preacher. He preached a simple message that was receptor oriented. He
preached for response in that he sought to convert the lost and maintain the saved. Second, he
was a great Christian and a model for others. He had devotion to God, a faithful prayer life, a
great love for people, and he diligently studied the Bible. Third, he was the foremost itinerant.
His dedication to traveling is nothing short of inspiring. The force of his presence won many to
Christ, it encouraged the lonely circuit riders, and it lessened the autocratic nature ofthe
episcopacy. Fourth, he was a good leader as evidenced by his ability to organize, to master and
dominate events, to marshal people, to direct with authority, and to inspire his subordinates to
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attain tlieir goals. Fifth, he was an outstanding churchman. During critical years, he pulled the
tiny church together and tumed it into a mighty machine for the cause of evangelism.
In Francis Asbury's America: An Album ofEarlv American Methodism (1984). Terry
Bilhartz promoted the case for Asbury in a strong and forthright way.
The history of early American Methodism is largely the history of Francis Asbury. As
the charismatic father and bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, Asbury held
greater ecclesiastical powers than any Protestant in early national America. Alone,
without check from any lay or clerical body, he defmed the circuits and assigned the
Methodist itinerants their charges. Counting the life and health of the ordained as the
property ofGod, he placed rigorous demands upon his men. Some balked, but generally
his personal self-sacrifice diffused complaint. During his forty-five year American
ministry between 1771 and 1816, Asbury traveled on horseback 270,000 miles, preached
16,500 sermons, presided over 240 annual conferences, and ordained 4,000 preachers.
And under his supervision, Methodism grew from the smallest to the largest American
denomination. . . . For Methodism [the age ofAsbury] was an era of evangelical fervor
and missionary enterprise, the zeal ofwhich never has been surpassed. (1984:7)
Many other books and articles tell the history of American Methodism through the life of
Asbury. They are too numerous to name. His cause is also lifted up in most Methodist histories,
religious histories, and in many secular histories. There can be no doubt that he was a growth
factor of early American Methodism.
In "Methodism: A People's Movement" in Forever Beginning 1766-1966
(1966: 1 85-193), Fred Holloway traced the history of lay reform movements back to Jesus.
Traditionally, great movements of God begin on the outside of the established institution. They
were lay movements for and by the people. Even when an institution was failing in its primary
cause, those who drank from its troth lacked motivation to change it. It is for that reason that
God called lay people to lead renewal movements. American Methodism was a case study in
point. The lay origins and quality of early American Methodism are clues to understanding its
success.
Walter B. Posey wrote a very comprehensive study. The Development ofMethodism in
the Old Southwest (1974). It contains twenty-eight growth factors and sixteen factors that
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mitigated against growtii. The following is a synopsis of the growth factors in the order in which
they appear in the book:
1 . Methodism was a democratic religion that appealed to the democratic ideals ofthe
people. That sentiment was embedded in Methodist preaching and in its theology. Arminianism,
with its emphasis on free grace and personal choice, fit the mindset of the American people
better than Calvinism, with its emphasis on divine election.
2. Methodist members, exhorters, local preachers, and itinerants were in the vanguard of
settlers who moved into the frontier. They took Methodism with them and established it as they
settled. Because there was a lack of organized religion, many people became Methodist by
default.
3. The unified itinerant system of the Methodist Church was exactly suited to a
wide-flung population in a new country" (1974:35). After describing the difficulfies of
ministering to people on the frontier, Posey wrote, "Into such social, political, and religious
conditions Methodism threw the whole of its strength, confident that these conditions could be
met and conquered through the Methodist system of itinerancy, which made it possible to reach
far distant and scattered settlements" (1974:13).
4. Methodism had its greatest appeal with and drew the bulk of its members from
non-church members. Its appeal to these people was reinforced by the practical good it
accomplished. It was a church of and for the people.
5. Camp meetings caused Methodism to grow. As a social phenomenon, they satisfied
community related needs and became a civilizing force on the frontier. As a religious event, they
represented harvest time. They brought together in one place large groups of people who were
focused and receptive. Methodism organized and championed the camp meeting as a means of
influence and evangelism. "Largely through the means of the camp meeting the membership of
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the Western Conference [Kentucky and Tennessee] was increased approximately three-fold
between 1801 and 1803. This necessitated a rapid division of the territory" (1974:31).
Methodism exported the camp meeting to the rest of the nation.
6. Methodist ministers were indigenous. There were no cultural barriers to separate
them from the people. "Being one of the same class as those to whom he was to minister, he had,
by his own nature and social status, a perfect understanding of pioneer habits, feelings, and
prejudices" (1974:35).
7. Francis Asbury and the episcopal system of supervision, govemment, and appointment
power aided the cause of growth. Asbury was the complete embodiment of the Westem
missionary.
8. Local preachers continued the work in the absence of "paid" preachers. They were
unpaid ministers. They were invaluable in times of revival, regularly conducted the Sunday class
meeting, and were ever attentive to "the Macedonian cry." They were the real pastors who held
the system together in the absence of the circuit riders. Without their efforts, Methodist
itinerants could not have traveled as freely as they did. This underscored Methodism as a "lay
movement."
9. The circuit rider had many collateral duties as he served local needs. For example, he
dispensed news, acted in the manner of a medicine man, and functioned as a magistrate in the
absence of organized govemment. This helped to endear him to the people.
10. Methodist music was powerful. It carried the message and the revival. It was
indigenous to the people.
Methodism from its initiation had hymns that contained every phase ofChristian
theology, and in tum served as the chiefmeans of indoctrinating the masses in the
principles for which Methodism stood. . . . [Methodist hymns] penetrated the outer crust
of reserve and touched the emotions in a way which the spoken word never
accomplished. (Posey 1974:42-43)
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1 1 . Methodist circuit riders were focused on their mission because they were not
distracted by material and relational needs. They took virtual vows of poverty and chastity.
12. The early 1800s witnessed earthquakes and tremors up and down the Mississippi for
three months. The ground opened and there was a sulfur smell in the air that reminded people of
hell. The Mississippi River even flowed backwards for a time. Because of the natural
occurrences, people flocked to religion for answers and comfort. Methodism took advantage of
the situation and grew at a tremendous rate all over the country during that time. Also, there was
a strange comet in the sky that portended trouble and the war with England was pending.
13. The death of Asbury freed American Methodism from many restrictions and
prejudices, and allowed the church to make necessary adaptations to its context. It became more
egalitarian. Asbury was needed and served as a buffer between Wesley and America, but the
church was ready to move on at the time of his death.
14. Methodism did not have a professional clergy. Preachers came from the ranks of the
converted. They lacked formal education, but they made up for that with zeal, determination,
and sheer desire. Sending young preachers off to school when the masses were yearning for
salvation was unthinkable. The class system and ministry in the local church provided would-be
itinerants with OJT.
15. Methodist preachers worked diligently to win the slaves and free Africans.
The Negro came so easily into the ranks of the church that no particular program of
missionary work with his race was considered necessary before 1829. . . . Methodism
had a peculiar attraction for the Negro, because the emotional experience caught his
fancy, and his soul responded to every song and shout. . . . The preacher particularly
welcomed the Negro into the camp meeting since he could be brought easily into a
hypnotic conditions, and from him the frenzy spread to the whites. (1974:98)
16. The secret ofMethodism's success lay not in the members, but in the mechanical
organization that gave motivation to its activities.
17. Summarizing Methodism's growth factors. Posey concluded:
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The facihties which Methodism provided for the reinstatement of baclcsliders from grace
made it especially attractive to unsteady members and prospective converts. Added to
these features was the fact that no stringent doctrinal requirements were exacted for
admission. Methodism's intelligible doctrines appealed to the frontiersmen and
thousands became converts. It was, however, the autocratically centralized govemment
of the church that held these same converts fast, promised to them a reward hereafter,
and made of them powerful agencies in furthering the work of the church. (1974:122)
The following is a survey of Posey's causes that mitigated against Methodist growth.
1 . Settlers on the frontier went to better material fortunes and did not have time or desire
for religion. Many were fleeing from its restrictions.^^
2. There was strong opposition from sects and other denominations.
3. O'Kelly's republicanism and defection took away many members and underscored
Methodism's Achilles' heal.
4. Newspapers were not sympathetic to Methodism and gave little space to Methodism's
cause.
5. Constant Indian wars led to moral relaxation and neglect ofworship.
6. As new treaties opened up new land for settlement, Methodists moved from
established works. This was a temporary setback for the local work but was a gain for new
development.
7. Large numbers of itinerants had to locate on a regular basis due to financial troubles,
marriage, and ill health.
8. People were absorbed in rowdy entertainment and distracted from religion even when
they had spare time.
9. The War of 1812 checked the spiritual development of the people, ft divided interests
and calmed zeal. Many men were called away to service.
10. A scarcity of preachers and an expanding terrain caused trouble.
"Living had taken on the brittle meaning ofmere existence. These sttirdy pioneers had
pushed into the new land to secure "elbow room," but the new land not only supported man, it
also required in retum the absorption of his interest in material pursuits, leaving little opportunity
for pursuits of spiritual interests" (Posey 1974:18-19).
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1 1. Extreme inflation hurt the poor itinerants and caused more to locate.
12. Slavery divided the people.
13. Large numbers of black members seceded from the MEC to form an autonomous
church because of mistreatment and prejudice.
14. There was a continual struggle between the oligarchy of the system and the
democratic forces that sought to change it.
15. After 1815, the camp meetings declined. Issues of social nature, e.g., alcohol and
tobacco, caused animosity and distracted the church from evangelism. Weak finances, poor
members, and rules that barred slave owners from membership also hurt Methodist growth.
Doris Elisabett Andrews wrote "Popular Religion and the Revolution in the Middle
Atlantic Ports: The Rise ofthe Methodists, 1770-1800" (1986). ft is a historical study and not
intended to be a growth study. However, she referenced the remarkable growth ofMethodism in
the Middle Atlantic ports and offered the following reasons for it:
1 . Methodism had a missionary character. It sought to convert the unchurched.
2. It aligned itself with receptive people who were displaced by genteel religion and
social sttatificafion. Specifically, young women, recently emancipated slaves and middling
artisans were most recepfive to Methodism. Women found new status and power over their lives.
They were given leadership roles in Methodism. Emancipated slaves and middling artisans
found the Methodist community to be a force for economic survival. The church preached hope
and encouraged upward mobility.
3. Despite its fies to the English church, Methodism survived the Revolufion by keeping
a low political profile.
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4. After the war, Methodism thrived on a wide range of popular religious beliefs that
were tolerated and even encouraged by itinerant preachers. Religious enthusiasm as evidenced in
possession, providence, and visions was common in revival services.
5. Methodist revival preaching, hymns, and publications with their emphases on free
will, universal salvation, experiential religion, and sanctification appealed to the masses and
were very effective in winning new converts.
6. After the war, Methodists adhered to a transforming code of behavior that resembled
the radical republican ideology of the Revolution. This made Methodism amenable to the new
climate in the early republic.
Fred Price wrote "The Role of the Presiding Elder in the Growth of the Methodist
Episcopal Church, 1784�1832" (1987). He acknowledged that many factors contributed to early
American Methodist growth.^" His dissertation identified some of them. Primarily, he focused
on the unique contributions of presiding elders.
Price determined that presiding elders contributed to early American Methodist growth
because they: (1) worked new areas and deployed preachers to them; (2) gave leadership to the
movement on the local and national levels; (3) coordinated the ministry of camp meetings and
quarterly conferences; (4) recruited and trained new preachers; (5) nurtured and encouraged
preachers; (6) gave financial support at critical times; (7) made necessary appointments between
conferences and in the absence of bishops; (8) gave bishops good advice because they knew the
terrain, local situation, and individual preachers well; and (9) oversaw the distribution of
Methodist literature through the Book Concem. Additionally, they fulfilled individual roles.
"No claim is being made that the Presiding Elders were the major factor in Methodist
growth. It is extremely doubtful that one could quantify the percentage of contribution each
factor made for growth; nevertheless, it is time to chronicle the Presiding Elders' contribution to
growth since no one has seen fit to do it to this point" (1987:42).
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They served as apologists, propagandists, and "visioners," and they functioned as connectors,
celebrators/revivalists, preservers, and innovators.
In addition to the work of the presiding elders. Price acknowledged the following other
factors: the itinerancy, the ministry of the laity, the organization of the local society
(decentralized), camp meetings, hymnody, theology-free grace and free will (democratic gospel),
Methodist press or literary evangelism, the work and role ofwomen, the organization ofthe
national church (centralized), and the work of the bishops (1987:25-37). According to Price, the
strategy for Methodist growth was simple. Methodism formed an outpost from which it
expanded in all directions (1987:193).
The closest Price came to articulating a "grand theory" for Methodist growth is captured
in the following quote:
By defmition, Methodists are methodical; they are given to programs, lists and numbers.
By nature, Methodists are evangelical; they are given to proclaiming the free grace of
God to all persons. These factors combined in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries to produce spectacular growth in the Methodist Episcopal Church. (1987:1)
Michael Nickerson wrote "Sermons, Systems, and Strategies: The Geographic Strategies
ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church in Its Expansion into New York State, 1788-1810" (1988).
This is a classic micro-study. In many ways it is similar to John M. Caldwell's historical
geography of early American Methodism. They both referenced David Soper's Geography of
Religions (1967) as the inspiration for their studies.
According to Nickerson, three interlocking elements combined to determined
Methodism's growth strategy. They were (1) the geographic scale at which a target area was
conceptionalized by its leaders, (2) the understanding of a geographic area's possibilities,
advantages, and obstacles; and (3) the development of resources to accomplish specific goals
within a geographic area (1988:8). Strategy was defined in terms of "spatial organization with a
specific purpose."
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Nickerson scrutinized Metliodism and its context by the above criteria. He compared the
denominational strategies ofMethodism to six other denominations. Methodism's strategy
differed from the others in four primary ways. First, it was continental in its vision. Second, the
Methodists did not focus on individual localities; rather, they focused on geographic regions,
utilizing the circuit concept as one of its basic elements. Much has been written about the circuit
system and its adaptability to the overall strategy of growth. In reference to the circuit system he
wrote, "This simple plan was the geographic strategy that contributed most to Methodism's
success" (1988:351). Third, Methodism depended on lay leadership for its growth. This freed
up limited clerical resources for the work of expansion. Methodist lay people functioned like
settled pastors in established parishes. Laity also shared the national and local visions of the
denomination and participated in those visions. Lay preachers were a potent force in geographic
expansion. Fourth, the Methodist strategy involved decision making at all levels of the church,
with each level making decisions about which they were most familiar. Asbury and the General
Conference made national decisions; the presiding elders, with input from the traveling bishops,
made district decisions; the circuit riders made circuit decisions; and, the laity made local
decisions.
Nickerson believed that the geographic level of decision making, the economic cost of
establishing new churches, and the identity of the ministers and lay people with locations and
ecclesiastical structures were important elements of the overall expansion strategy ofthe church.
In reference to the economy of starting new churches, Nickerson argued that the Methodists were
more successful than the other denominations because of their low cost and regional thinking.
[The] Methodist structure was able to operate at a low population threshold because of
the low economic costs, [and] it was able to utilize resources very efficiently because of
its central deployment of ministers. This meant that the duplication of efforts was kept
to a minimum, and the limited number of preachers available could be spread as thinly as
was necessary to cover all areas that Asbury deemed important. (1988:356)
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Methodist circuit riders did not belong to a local church or missionary outpost. They
considered the region or area of their circuit to be their home. Their task was to establish new
preaching places and to work the area. Lay leaders nurtured the local people in the absence of
the circuit riders. This regional identity of the circuit rider contributed greatly to expansion.
Raymond P. Cowan's, "The Arminian Alternative: the Rise ofthe Methodist Episcopal
Church, 1765-1850" (1991) is a single issue micro-study ofMethodism. He buih on the works of
Nathan Hatch and Jon Butler's Awash in a Sea of Faith (1990). Both of these authors contributed
to the rising swell of literature that was critical of Puritanical interpretations of American
religious history. The issue is important because Methodism's Arminianism was contrary to the
doctrine of election as taught by early American Puritans and Congregationalists. Cowan wrote.
The religious history of the period under consideration cannot be adequately treated
apart from the clash ofthe deterministic view of human affairs and the belief in genuine
contingency. . . . The historical question is whether an individual or group of individuals
believed in determinism or free will, and how that belief affected their behavior.
(1991:7)
As the primary protagonists for free will and democratic theology, early American
Methodists led the common people in a popular revolt against the elitism of the religious status
quo. Methodism's remarkable growth is a witness to the success of that theme.
In 1991, W. Thomas Umbel wrote, "The Making of an American Denomination:
Methodism in New England Religious Culture, 1790-1860." This is a splendid micro-study with
many implications for Methodism as a whole. Umbel showed how Methodism changed New
England religion, how the denomination was changed by its encounter with New England, and
how it became an altemative religion in New England. In doing this, he sought to understand the
mind and methods ofMethodism. Methodism's mind was discemed through its theology and
educational views. Umbel focused on the itinerancy, community life, educational programs, and
print operations to illustrate Methodism's sweeping methods. In relation to the mind. Umbel
concluded that evangelical Arminian theology won persons to Methodism. Free grace and free
will were popular notions arising out of a new nation.-^ Secondly, New England Methodists
adapted Methodist methods to New England in order to build membership and enhance
popularity. They took full advantage ofWesley's "organizational genius and evangelical
strategies."
Umbel argued that Methodism initially possessed both the spirit of a popular religious
movement in New England and the structure of a fully organized institution. This unique
combination of "sect and church" made for great growth. The sect quality was evidenced
through popular religion and evangelistic zeal. The church qualities were seen in Methodism's
advanced theology and effective organization. In relation to the latter. Umbel wrote,
"[Methodism's] success lay in its rapid organization of new converts into societies, its stream of
leadership to target locations, and its system of denominational order" (1991 :xii).
Umbel referenced personal religious experience, testimonies of the converted, Methodist
hymns, the Book Concem, preaching style, democratic message, egalitarian character, the
recruitment ofNew England preachers, the vitality of local Methodist communities, lay leaders
and their involvement in total program of church, lay preachers, the evangelistic zeal that was
institutionalized in the mission of the organization,^* and the discipline of the societies as
contributing growth factors.^'
Methodism's evangelical Arminianism also lessened the severity of Calvinism and it
fueled the revivalism and reformism of nineteenth century Protestantism.
"Methodist adherents thought they must be a witnessing church, insisting that each
member regularly and publicly 'testify of the grace ofGod'" (1991:178).
" Because ofUmbel's regional mindset, he acknowledged that New England Methodism
was different from Methodism in other regions. He understood how context and institution
combined to produce a new reality. He also showed how a change or adaptation in one locale
changed the whole Methodist connectional system. Methodism was very susceptible to this
because of its central organization, i.e., conferences and itinerancy. There were very defmite
regions in early Methodism but those regions were linked together by a centrally organized
church. Also, he showed that New England Methodism grew rapidly during the time ofthe
national decline in the 1790s.
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In summary, aggressive evangelism, rapid organization of congregations, effective
communication strategies, Arminianism, and effective organization explain Methodism's success
in New England.
In 1993, William H. Williams published an article on "The Attraction ofMethodism:
The Delmarva Peninsula as a Case Study, 1769-1820."^* Williams does not try to tell why
Methodism grew on a national level, nor does he attempt to generalize his findings. The
Delmarva region of America makes for a wonderful case study because there were and are more
Methodists per square mile in Delmarva than in any other region in America. Williams used
copious amounts of data to show the context in which Methodism developed and why
institutional factors worked in this region. He analyzed Methodism's appeal based on five factors
and five populations. The five factors were: the ethnic factor, the demographic factor, the
inactivity of other faiths, an ahemative value system, and the promise of salvation.^' The
population groups were: the better sort, the middling sort, poor whites, white women, and
blacks.^" Each of the factors contributed to Methodist growth, but each factor did not cause
growth with each population. For example, during the Revolutionary War the Anglican Church
left a vacuum in Delmarva. This area was mostly Anglican prior to the war. Its primary
For a fiiller reading of the information contained in the case study, consult The Garden of
American Methodism: The Delmarva Peninsula 1769-1820 (Williams 1984).
Three of the factors are contextual and two are institutional.
A higher percentage of "better sorts" became Methodist in Delmarva because "old
Methodism" in Delmarva worked as an adjunct to Anglicanism. The gentry were not threatened
by it. They could easily belong to both. After the war, they continued to go to Methodist
meetings even when the Anglican church was absent. The "middling sorts" became Methodists
because the movement "reinforced the very assumptions that ambitious young men recognize as
cmcial to improving their socio-economic status" (1993:38). It gave young men confidence that
God was on their side and it was a place to make business connections. "Poor whites" were
attracted to Methodism because it offered a value system and a life-style that was a means for
escaping economic disaster. Also the egalitarian emphasis made them feel important. White
women were attracted to Methodism because it was expected that a wife would be religious and
it gave them independence, self-esteem, and power. It was an area in their lives where they were
not under their husbands' control. Also, all-female classes satisfied social needs. Blacks became
Methodist because of its worship style, its focus on salvation, and its strong stance against
slavery. For them, Methodist worship was indigenized.
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population was white English. As such, in the absence of an Anglican church, Methodism
moved in to fill the void." Methodists were related to the English church. In Delmarva, before
the war, the symbiotic relationship between Methodism and the "mother church" was more
complete than in any other area of America. It was an opportunistic and natural meshing.
However, Methodism went beyond a comfortable meshing. It had a value system that put it in
opposition to the prevailing cultural patterns. As such, the former Anglicans did not choose
Methodism as an altemative Anglican church. Rather, they were converted to its new value
system that reflected a dissatisfaction with the times.
Williams summarized his work with the following statement:
Peninsula Methodism attracted gentry and slaves, men and women, yeomen cuhivators
and tenant farmers, storekeepers and waterment, men and women. Part of its message
appealed to the sensibilities of particular socio-economic, racial or sexual groups. But its
central message, calling for a moral revolution and promising salvation, simultaneously
appealed to the needs of all classes, both races and sexes. Because of the compelling
nature of its message and the lack of serious competition from other religious groups, . . .
Methodism on the Delmarva Peninsula had a greater and more diverse following than in
any other region in the United States. (1993:45)
Thus, for different reasons, Methodism appealed to all the various populations of the
peninsula. However, its message, as it related to an altemative value system, and the promise of
salvation, appealed to everyone. As such, it was a generalizable growth factor.
Russell Richey published "The Chesapeake Coloration of American Methodism" in
1994. It enlarges on Williams' work in some significant ways and broadens its application. He
expands the area of the case study to include "the world of early Methodism in and around
Chesapeake" (1994:1).^^ This makes it a regional study. He calls the area the "nursery of
In many areas besides Delmarva, Methodist gains were in proportion to Anglican losses.
Disestablishment and the decline ofAnglicanism was a major growth factor for Methodism
during and following the Revolutionary War in areas where Anglicanism was established
(Williams 1993:33).
He said that the phrase "Chesapeake coloration" is a correction of the phrase "Southem
accent" (1994:7) in that he intended the former to refer to the latter. Reference "The Southem
Accent of American Methodism" in Earlv American Methodism (Richey 1991 :47-64). In that, he
argued that Methodism evolved and was molded in the South, specifically around Virginia,
Maryland, and the Delmarva area. "By early southem Methodism we intend that of the upper
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American Methodism." It transplanted its faith and character all over the United States through
migration and influence.'' This gives Richey's work a generalizable character. "So I would insist
. . . that the story ofMethodism's emergence as a national church needs to begin by recognizing
its initial regional contours and character" (1994:7-8). In other words, one cannot understand the
dynamic appeal or growth of early American Methodism until one understands the dynamic
appeal ofChesapeake Methodism (cf Williams 1993).^^*
Early southern Methodism was characterized by five qualities that unified it into one
regional expression. It "offered an antipatriarchal, evangelical Anglicanism; evidenced a deep
ambivalence over slavery; constructed the church on a biracial basis; conceived ofMethodist
purpose in territorial terms; and dramatized grace in large, public services" (1991:54-55).
In 1994, John H. Wigger published "Taking Heaven by Storm: Enthusiasm and Early
American Methodism, 1770-1820." This article summarizes many of the same points that he
makes in his dissertation. However, it differs in its narrow focuses, i.e., the role of folk religion
as a cause of growth. He wrote, "It may not be an exaggeration to say that this quest for the
supematural in everyday life�and not a theological abstraction like Arminianism�was the key
theological character of early American Methodism" (1994:2). According to many of the
primary sources that Wigger quoted, supematuralism was a potent force for evangelism.^^
South [to include portions ofNorth Carolina], really that bounded by the Mason-Dixon line, the
Methodism which emerged in Chesapeake culture" (1991:50).
Richey insists that the camp meeting, that great westem tool ofmass evangelism, was
foreshadowed by Chesapeake's quarterly conferences in the woods (1994:18-20).
Five factors substantiate Richey's assertion that Methodism in Chesapeake was American
Methodism in microcosm. (1) The sheer number ofMethodists here and the high percentage
they came to constitute of the whole population; (2) the Chesapeake as Methodism's place of
concentration, of settlement, of development; (3) the outmigration ofChesapeake Methodism to
found churches throughout the nation; (4) the significant leadership drawn from Chesapeake; and
(5) leadership from elsewhere formed by its development there (1994:10 and 15-16). Even the
itinerating Asbury lived and labored in Delmarva for many years prior to the Christmas
Conference in 1784.
Altemately, Wigger refers to "folk religion," "enthusiasm," and "supematuralism." The
latter refers to the plausibility stmcture that allows people to experience and expect the
supematural in every day life. Many of the early revivals and camp meetings were characterized
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The enthusiasm of eariy American Methodism appealed to a broad spectrum of
Americans for many reasons. First, it had a self-validating quality. Second, it gave those farthest
on the peripheries of society, e.g., women and blacks, a means by which they exercised greater
influence in religious affairs. Third, it allowed people to have an intimate experience with God
that was outside the control of the established churches which emphasized high religion.
Early Methodist itinerants were not burdened with the task of converting their audiences
to a new world view. They had only to tap into powerful undercurrents of popular belief
that had heretofore found little institutional recognition. . . . Methodism did not so much
replace folk-beliefs as translate them into a religious idiom. . . . American Methodism
was far more willing to embrace, advance, and exploit religious enthusiasm than any
other cohesive, large-scale religious movement in the early republic. Militant
supematuralism formed an integral part of the Methodist message in every region of the
post-Revolutionary United States. (1994:6 and 9)
In two articles, "Fighting Bees: Methodist Itinerants and the Dynamics ofMethodist
Growth 1770-1820" (1994) and "Holy 'Knock-Em-Down' Preachers (n.d.), Wigger wrote about
the relationship between Methodist growth and its circuit riders. "Key to the Methodist success
was a dedicated contingent of itinerant preachers, or circuit riders" (n.d.: 1). The effectiveness of
the Methodist preachers was a factor that led to the movement's vitality and growth (1994: 1).
The following composite describes who the itinerants were and why they were so successful.
They were young, unmarried, single-minded, and remarkably dedicated. They came from
petty-merchant and artisan backgrounds and were of the a middling sort. They had a natural
social affinity with their listeners. Few had any formal schooling in theology. They knew the
importance ofmobility in an era of unprecedented expansion. Hence, they traveled large circuits
in order to "cover" the land. They were enthusiasts. People liked their preaching because it was
simple, relevant, and it made them feel emotions. They preached often, but used the same
sermon as they traveled the circuit. In their traveling, they redefined sacred space. Most
by supematuralism, i.e., people were slain in the Spirit, received miraculous healing, and
experienced other physical manifestations that they interpreted as God in their midst.
Enthusiasm refers to an interactive faith in which the believer and God work together to meet
life's challenges and in which God communicates directly with the believer or community of
believers.
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meetings were held in homes, barns, or public buildings. They preached anywhere they could get
a hearing.^* Usually, the itinerants experienced a dramatic conversion" at an early age that
formed a base of experience upon which they built. Bringing the lost to Christ was their highest
calling. They believed that they would be compensated for the privations suffered in this life in
the life to come. Small salaries increased the popularity of the itinerants. It gave them nobility
and integrity. Itinerants usually came through the ranks and were schooled by OJT. It was a
form of apprenticeship. Competence was judged in terms of success. They were driven to
produce converts. As such, they preached to the heart and they preached for a response. The
"brotherhood" of itinerants formed a basis for support and mentoring.
Summarv of Findings
This section is divided into two parts. It attempts to summarize and organize the
literature so that the institutional factors of early American Methodism may be discemed.
Part One. In the first part, the growth factors mentioned in the literature are annotated
under each author's name. This serves as a quick reference and a basis for organizing the second
part of this section.
1 . Nathan Bangs
- Methodism's vision
- discipled army of itinerate preachers
- the system
- roving bishops
- organization of the circuits
2. Benjamin F. Tefft
- Methodism's ideals parallel those ofAmerican republic
"The pilgrimage into the Methodist itinerancy followed a familiar pattem of artisan
training, broken apprenticeships, and emotion-laden conversions. Each was accustomed to
relocating frequently and understood the sense of rootlessness engendered by the unprecedented
geographic expansion of the American early republic. It was from this base of understanding
that Methodism launched its campaign to evangelize the nation" (1994:1 1).
Conversions included family opposition, boisterous meetings, falling in a swoon,
shouting, and prophetic dreams (1994:13).
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- zeal and passion for lost
- ministers were examples of personal religion and emphasized it
- itinerants: character, piety, and passion
- the circuit system
- mode of preaching: revivalistic, heartfelt, extemporaneous, in language of people, practical,
aims at conversion
- focuses on masses
- worship style: emphasizes personal religion, extemporaneous, spontaneous, and does not
discriminate against women
3. Charles C. Goss
- the system
- mode of preaching: preach to the heart, use language of people, and speak extemporaneously
- Itinerants come from the people
- they are self-sacrificing in service to cause
- the itinerancy system is adapted to goal ofwinning the masses
- free churches and free grace
- frequent revivals: revival spirit, evangelistic zeal, and camp meetings
Methodists promote and plan for revivals
- lay ministry, i.e., priesthood of believers
- possesses a missionary spirit that compels it to go
- docfrines: assurance of salvation, personal religion, and sanctification
4. M.L. Scudder
- providence
- experimental religion
- evangelistic spirit and zeal
- preached for conversion
- incamational attitude
- catholic spirit: emphasis was on positive Christian experience not dogma or creeds
- enthusiastic worship with physical manifestations of Spirit
heroic and sacrificial spirit of itinerants
- system was eclectic and practical: it adapted those things that worked
5. Joseph Cummings
-doctrines
-combined God's sovereignty with human agency
-missionary God
-sanctification, emphasized growth in grace
-present salvation, realized and experienced
-assurance of salvation
-free will
-free grace
-universal atonement
-democratic theology
-emphasized good works
-focused on masses
-discipline of local society
-disciplined lifestyle of believers
-evangelistic mandate for members
-evangelistic techniques
-public society meetings
-quarterly meetings
-camp meeting
-system
-adapted to American context
-suited to its task
-class system
-allowed circuit riders to focus on larger mission
-organization of districts
-aggressive
-allowed church and circuit riders to keep up with westward migration
-allowed church to operate in sparsely populated areas
-supervised church and preachers at every level of organization
-bishops
-strategic appointments
-maintained overall direction of church
-OJT for junior preachers
-preaching
-Conferences
-general
-made the rules
-mapped out strategy
-annual
-quarterly
6. Abel Stevens
- providence
- organization
- theology
lay ministers and circuit riders in tide of emigration
- recruited ministers from the people
- did not need formal education: were trained as lay-people in local society and by OJT
once they became circuit riders
- they had experience and proven ability before they became clergy
- lay movement held together by the system
- devoted to masses
- enthusiastic worship with physical manifestations of Spirit
- conferences: quarterly, regional, and national
- presiding elders and traveling bishops
- continuous evangelism
- the Book Concem
tracts and publications
- the spirit and providential working of the system
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7. Matthew Simpson
- Evangelical Arminianism: universal atonement, the witness of Spirit, and sanctification
individual responsibility to participate in salvation process
- ministers are like people to whom they preach
- ministers come from ranks of people and has ministerial experience prior to call
- the circuit system
- system of conferences: quarterly, regional, and national
- bishops and presiding elders
Book Concem
- efficiency of organization
8. James Porter
- the system in all its parts
- doctrines: justification by faith, the witness of the Spirit, and the fruit of Spirit
- presentation of doctrines with power and evangelistic zeal
- evangelistic message with goal of conversion
preachers had strong faith in God that allowed them to endure much hardship
- the itinerancy
- providence
- experiential faith/religion
- contributions from distinguished lay people
9. Anthony Atwood
- circuit riders: Christian character, devotion to calling, and evangelistic zeal
- preached for salvation
- docfrines: preached Christ and a present frill and free salvation
- demonsfrated power
- the system, i.e., the practical working of the system
- missionary zeal propelled preachers to smallest pockets of scattered population
- experimental religion/personal salvation
- worked for revival
- camp meetings
- focuses on masses not wealthy
- free churches and free grace
- class meetings primary point of entrance to church
- circuit riders did not have formal education to dry them up
- preachers had personal religion, experience in local society, and OJT as circuit rider
- providence/divine intervention
10. PaulN. Garber
- the people's church: not hampered by traditions, creedal tests, or racial ties
- preachers
- of and from the people
- evangelistic
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- testified to religious experience
- had spirh of self-denial
- disciplined and motivated to fulfill mission
- died with victory
- democratic spirit that resonated with cultural values
- circuit system and the itinerancy
- supervision and appointing power of bishops and presiding elders
- lay preachers
- sensible theology
- providence
1 1 . Wade Crawford Barclay
- missionary motivation
- missionary character
- missionary system: the itinerancy, circuit system, class system, centralized authority,
annual conferences
- evangelistic emphasis
- theology: universal redemption and the essential doctrines of grace
- circuit riders: dedicated, disciplined, poor, mobile, unmarried, spiritual
- disciplined laypeople
- witness of the Spirit
- evangelistic techniques: preaching, camp meetings, quarterly conferences
- personal religion with physical manifestation
- primacy of experience
- work of bishops and presiding elders
Methodist hymns and singing
- Methodist worship style
- extemporaneous preaching and bible preaching
- OJT for circuit riders
- distribution of literature
- arguing against Calvinism in New England
- repudiation of social status
- concem for and identification with masses
- identification with American ideals (democracy)
- took advantage of contextual opportunities
- emigration
- revivals
12. William Warren Sweet
- Americanization theme
- the itinerant system
- organizational centralization
- circuit rider's "staying power" or dedication
- preachers used same sermon more than once
- work of local preachers
- effective organization with supervision at every level: especially traveling bishops and
presiding elders
theology: required that individual participate in salvation and it was "democratic"
preachers were incamational and indigenous
- the Book Concern
- Methodist singing and hymns
- camp meetings
1 3 . Robert E. Coleman
- the itinerant system: missionary thrust and impulses, centrally directed, mobile and
flexible, economical, episcopal office with special emphasis given to Asbury, and
presiding elders
- the conference organization: democratic oligarchy with general, annual, and quarterly
conferences
- the local church organization: lay movement, lay leadership, local preachers assuming
roles of pastor and church planter, disciplined with emphasis on spiritual growth,
class meetings, lay confessional, spiritual hospital
- popular techniques of evangelism: revivalism, evangelistic zeal, camp meetings, quarterly
conferences, hymn singing
- preaching method: biblical, experiential, extemporaneous, practical, emotional, appealed
to the heart, powerful, sought conversion and change
- the Methodist message: Arminianism, simplicity of doctrine, universal atonement,
experiential faith, noncreedal emphasis, focused on lifestyle and experience vice
theology, and realized perfection
- the effort to propagate: the Book Concem, tracts, child instruction/Sunday school, and
attitude toward education
- popular associations: national religion, incamational, focused on masses, haven for
blacks, sociological appeal, and democratic ideology paralleled ideals of the Republic
- circuit riders: dedicated, informal training/OJT, indigenous, itinerant evangelists, and
used same sermon more than once
- revivals as times of blessing from God
14. Edward Mills
- Methodism took advantage of receptivity ofmasses
- system allowed Methodism to move with migrating populations
- Arminian theology: free will and personal participation in process
- centralized and disciplined system
- preachers: young, unmarried, trained by OJT, and able to move
15. Kenneth Scott Latourette
- camp meetings
- the class system
- popular hymns
- the message
- the mode of preaching
- circuit rider: lifestyle and character
- lay preachers
- the Book Concern
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- work with blacks
- Sunday schools
like a religious order: dedicated poverty, joyous preaching of salvation, orderly structure,
third order of laity who augmented work of the fully initiated
1 6. Webb Garrison
- doctrines: in-line with American values
- extreme mobility
- abundant human resources
17. Lawrence Sherwood
- Methodists moved with migrating masses
- local preachers
- the circuit system
- democratic theology
- the class meeting
- episcopal leadership
18. Wallace G. Smeltzer
Francis Asbury: guided the system
- Americanization ofMethodism
- connectional system: centralization, supervision at every level
- doctrine
- message: repentance, faith in Christ, and salvation as experienced forgiveness
- the circuit system
- circuit riders: dedicated to task
- camp meetings
- evangelistic zeal
- migration ofMethodist families to frontier
- conditions under which itinerants worked: equal pay, limited tenure, and unlimited power
of bishops to make appointments
- ministry with blacks
19. Charles Ferguson
- Americanization ofMethodism
- the system: adapted to context, well suited for spiritual growth of converts, centralized
on national level but decentralized in effect on local level, had built-in impulse to
expand/missionary character
- the circuit system: divided up land and cultivated each area
- the preachers: indigenous
- preached for conversion and transformation
- circuit riders: proved calling prior to becoming circuit rider; received OJT instead of
formal education; took virtual vows of poverty, chastity, and poverty; were not
distracted by worldly things; were very disciplined and dedicated to calling
- the message: relevant, contextualized, and evangelistic
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- bishops and presiding elders supervised the preachers and had authority to make things happen
- Asbury: Americanized Methodism
McKendree made it more democratic
- conferences
- local, regional, and national connected everyone to larger movement
- were training grounds for aspiring preachers
- gave support to preachers
- were a time of revival
- the class meeting
- the camp meeting: took the place ofthe class meeting in function, tool for mass
evangelism
- the theology
- music: carried the message and reinforced preaching
- took advantage of "acts ofGod," grief, and fear, used every advantage to reach receptive people
- appealed to slaves and other blacks: Methodism preached to them, sought them out, organized
them, and its worship was attractive to them
20. Sydney Ahlstrom
- message: free grace, unlimited atonement, free will to accept or reject grace, and
emphasis on sanctification process
- personal religious experience
- legalistic views on Christian behavior (holiness emphasis)
- docfrinal simplicity
- govemment: strict
- bishops: absolute power of
- the presiding elders
- the circuit system
the class meeting
- lay ministers: local preachers, exhorters, class leaders, and the like
- providentially designed
- ability to evangelize a moving population
- the camp meeting
- enthusiastic worship/persoanl religion
- indigenous ministers: able to relate to people, no formal education, given OJT, spoke
with simplicity, proved their abilities in local society prior to becoming circuit
rider, and informal
- church of and for the masses
Wesleyan theology/Arminianism
21. John M. Caldwell
- spatially organized to occupy the land
- an ascending ecclesiastical hierarchy of class, society, circuit, and conferences prior to
Christmas Conference
- positive relationship with Anglican church: sacraments, help from some priests
- revivalism
- migration after Christmas Conference
- national charter
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- ordained clergy
- circuit riders: missionary function
- evangelical preaching
- theology of free grace
- work of local preachers
- circuit system with itinerancy: well adapted to context
- camp meetings
- evangelistic zeal
- conferences at all levels of church
- natural phenomena: earthquakes, comets, sulfur smells and weather
- adaptability of structure
22. John McEllhenney et al.
- preachers: dedicated
- laity: dedicated
- effective organization
- worship style
- education
- mission
- publications
23. Martin Marty
- appealed to lonely
- mechanism for discipleship of newcomers
- emphasis on Christian perfection
- Asbury: Americanized Methodism and led its march forward
- targeted migrants
- circuit riders: driven by competition and highly motivated
- located preachers: driven by competition and highly motivated
- second great awakening
- camp meetings
- revivalism
- natural phenomena and rumors ofwar increased people's receptivity
24. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark
- sect-like qualities
- organizational structure: democratic on local level, lay oriented, focused on masses, centralized
on national level, and had low economic costs
- circuit riders: indigenous, recruited from people with no formal education/OJT,
demonstrated ability and calling prior to circuit riding
- local preachers: indigenous, real pastors, dedicated
- evangelistic techniques: preached from heart to heart, valued experiential religion, evangelistic
zeal, camp meetings, quarterly conferences, and expected power in services
- theology: Arminianism; democratic rhetoric; appealed to people; sin, redemption, and
sanctification were constant themes; practical/ more interested in salvation and changed
lives than in theological debates
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25. Nathan Hatch
strategic advantage in free-religious economy
- westward migration
- "unprofessional" clergy
- transcended class barriers
- empowered people to own Methodism
- fostered social mobility
- message: free grace and free choice
- preached for personal religious experience
- Methodism was faith incamated into popular culture
- resonated with ideals of capitalism and individualism
- pliable and adaptable
26. David Hempton
- combined democratic appeal with effective leadership
- was an altemative church for English people in America
- preachers: revivalistic, dedicated, anointed, and experienced with supematural
- Methodism was incamated into popular culture
- religious press
- mass dissemination of conversion stories
- supematural encounters
Arminian theology: free grace, appeal to individual, and free will
- anti-confessional
- egalitarian
- appealed to Scriptures
- discipline of class and church
- capitalized on pluralistic environment
- offered hope and stability to masses
- affirmed the dignity of the individual
27. John Wigger
- took advantage of the religious space created by the disestablishment of state-sponsored
churches
- adapted itself to free-market religious conditions, rising tide of republican ideology, and
expanding frontiers
- Methodism aligned selfwith middling people
- appealed to people who wanted to improve their lives
- itinerant preachers: young, unmarried, single-minded, fiilly dedicated, ofthe people,
enthusiasts, had dynamic conversion, fully evangelical, received OJT vice formal
education, preached for conversion, and came through the ranks
- style of preaching
- used same sermon on circuit
- preached in common places: redefined sacred space
- local preachers
- class meetings
love feasts
- quarterly conferences
- camp meetings
- embraced enthusiasm: self-validating quality
- worship style ofAfricans
- gave women a public role
- actively evangelized blacks
- indigenous movement: identified with cultural ideals and values and gave voice to
- committed to geographic expansion
- encouraged folk religion and supematural encounters
28. Austin Taft
vigor, vitality, and the Holy Spirit
- circuit riders: passion for God
29. H. K. Carroll
- Asbury: character, discipline, preaching, organizational genius, and leadership
- adapted Methodism to American context
- itinerancy
supervisory plan
- circuit system
- presiding elders
- missionary spirit
"uneducated" ministers
- Sunday schools
- Methodist hymns and singing
- distribution of books and tracts
- the use of the press
- camp meetings
30. George Prentice
- Asbury: organizational abilities, knew the preachers, made strategic appointments
- itinerants: missionaries, indigenous, evangelists, dedicated, disciplined
- Arminian theology
- local organization: classes
- hymns
- publications
31. W.M. Gewehr
- the itinerant system
- the circuit rider
- the local preacher
- the local organization of the church
- camp meetings
- Methodist hymnody
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- Methodist theology
Methodist press
32. Cullen Carter
- the itinerant system: traveling preachers, centralized organization
- Arminian theology: in tuned with values of people
- emphasis on conviction of sin, repentance, faith, justification, regeneration, the witness
of the Spirit, free will, personal experience, growth in grace, and individual decision to
accept or reject grace
- indigenous ministry
- camp meetings
33. L. C. Rudolph
- Asbury
- system ofpolity
- revival
- people and their work: class leaders, circuit riders, presiding elders, and bishops
- character of people: wholly dedicated, poor, evangelistic, and mobile
- institutions: circuit system, class meetings, quarterly conferences, love feasts, and the like
- camp meetings
34. Mark B. Lloyd
- Asbury: leadership, dedicated itinerant, model to others, good preacher, able to inspire
others, and outstanduig churchmen
35. Terry Bilhartz
- Asbury: defined circuits, assigned itinerants, self-sacrificed, and itinerated
- evangelical fervor
- missionary enterprising
- great zeal
36. Fred Holloway
- revival movement
- lay origins on outside of established church
37. Walter B. Posey
- democratic religion: emphasis on free will and free grace, Arminian
- appealed to cultural values
- ministers and members in vanguard of expanding frontiers
- unified itinerant system
- church for the people: appealed to unchurched populations
- camp meetings: evangelistic tool
- indigenous ministers: not professional clergy, received OJT
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- Asbury: embodiment ofmissionary, traveled
- episcopal system of supervision and govemment
local preachers: pastors, evangelists, and missionaries
lay movement
- circuit rider: dedicated, disciplined, not distracted by worldly things, took vows of poverty and
chastity, had many collateral functions that endeared them to people
- Methodist music: communicated theology and touched emotions
- took advantage of receptivity caused by natural phenomena
- death of Asbury: freed church from restrictions and prejudices and allowed it to move on
- worked to win blacks: theology and worship appealed to Africans
- autocratic, cenfralized govemment
- no creedal tests for membership: emphasis on experience not doctrine
38. Doris E. Andrews
- missionary character
- evangelistic zeal
- aligned itselfwith receptive populations: young women, recently emancipated slaves, and
middling artisans
- offered community and upward mobility to the displaced
- maintained low political profile
- encouraged folk religion: enthusiasm, visions, physical manifestations of Spirit
- revival preaching
- hymns
- publications
theology: universal salvation, free will, sanctification, and experiential religion
identification with ideals of republic
39. Fred Price
- presiding elders
- lay ministry
- hymnody
- theology: free grace, free will, and democratic gospel
- Methodist press/literary evangelism
- work ofwomen
- national church
- bishops
- geographic strategy
- evangelical
- methodical
- itinerants
40. Michael Nickerson
Methodists sought to reach large geographic areas
- realistic appraisal of areas potential
- resources allocated to area
- continental vision: focused on geographic regions rather than individual localities
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- circuit system adapted to its strategy
lay leadership: freed up limited clergy resources, acted as local pastors, took Methodism
to frontier, and shared Methodism's vision for growth
- people empowered to makes decisions at all levels of organization: national, regional, circuit,
and local
- Low cost of starting new churches
41. Raymond P. Cowan
- Arminian theology: free will and democratic theology
led people in popular revolt against spiritual elitism
42. Thomas Umbel
- evangelical Arminianism
- free grace and free will in line with ideals of new nation
Methodism adapted itself to context: localized and regionalized character, indigenous
- possessed the spirit of a popular religious movement
- combination of church and sect was appealing
- organization of new converts into discipleship communities
- leaders targeted areas
- denominational order
- religious experiences/enthusiasm/folk religion
- testimonies of the converted
- Methodist hymns
- the Book Concem
- preaching style
- recmitment of local preachers
- democratic message
- egalitarian character
- the vitality of local Methodist communities
- lay leaders: involvement in total ministry of church
- lay preachers
- evangelic zeal institutionalized in the mission of church
- local discipline of societies
- rapid organization of congregations
43. William H. Williams
- the ethnic factor
- the demographic factor
- the inactivity of other faiths
- an alternative value system: call for moral revolution
- the promise of salvation
44. Russell Richey
- egalitarian
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- evangelical
- deep ambivalence over slavery
- biracial
- geographic vision
- dramatized grace: in worship and experience
Part Two. In this part, those institutional growth factors that are mentioned more than
once in Part One are listed in a descending order in accordance with the number of times they are
referenced in the literature as growth factors. Similar factors are grouped together under primary
headings. For example, the primary heading "the system" is referenced by 37 authors. It
contains 1 5 sub-headings. Each of the sub-headings is referenced by at least two authors. If an
author references any of the sub-headings, a number is added to the sub-heading and the primary
heading. Those factors that do not fit under a primary heading are listed individually. The
taxonomy represents an attempt to organize and present the institutional factors in a meaningful
way. Others may have chosen different headings. Those factors with an asterisk beside them are
contextual factors.
- the system 37
- circuit system 20
- itinerancy 1 1
- adaptable 9
- class system 9
- centralized national organization 8
- effective organization 6
- disciplined 6
- decentralized organization of local work 4
- supervision at each level 4
- able to move with migration 4
- promoted spiritual growth of converts 4
- economical 3
- spatial orientation 3
- eclectic/practical 3
- polity 2
- itinerants 37
- indigenous 16
- dedicated and devoted to calling 14
- OJT 1 1
- evangelistic zeal/revivalistic 9
- no formal education 7
- practical experience before becoming an itinerant 7
- self-sacrificing 7
- disciplined 7
- unmarried 6
- poverty 5
- character 3
- used same sermon more than once 3
- not a "professional" clergy 3
- had personal religion/radically saved 3
- passionate 3
- demonstrated power/anointed 3
- testified to conversion 3
- young 2
- mobile 2
- incamational 2
doctrines 3 1
- Arminianism 13
- free will 12
- free grace 1 1
- democratic 10
- providence 7
universal atonement 7
- noncreedal/not dogmatic 6
- sanctification 6
- witness of Spirit 5
- personal religious experience 5
- assurance of salvation 4
-justification by grace 2
- faith 2
- regeneration/new birth 2
- simplicity of 2
lay ministry 2 1
- lay preachers 9
- indigenous 5
- real pastors 4
- class leaders 4
- church planters 3
- dedicated 3
- fi"eed up circuit riders to itinerate 3
- exhorters 2
- evangelists 2
bishops 20
- Asbury 8
- appointing power 6
- supervision of church 5
- itinerating 4
- Americanized Methodism 3
- absolute authority 3
- embodiment of ideals 3
- McKendree 2
- leadership 2
Americanization of ideals and system 1 9
preaching 19
- aimed at conversion 8
- revivalistic 6
- from heart and to heart 5
- informal/extemporaneous 4
- in language of people 3
- with power 3
- with passion 2
- simplistic 2
- focus on masses 1 8
- camp meetings 17
- evangelistic zeal 1 5
- enthusiasm, personal religion, supematuralism 14
-hymnody 13
- presiding elders 12
- missionary character/spirit 1 1
- conferences 1 0
- quarterly 8
- national/general 5
- regional 3
- revivalistic 3
- unified church and promoted national identity 3
- encouraged preachers 2
- worship style 9
- atfractive to blacks 3
- enthusiastic 3
- emphasized personal religion 3
- allowed women to participate 2
- tracts and publications 9
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- work with blacks 8
- took advantage of receptivity 8
- class meetings 7
- the Book Concem 6
- revivals 6
- laity moved in migration 6
- techniques of evangelism 6
- vision and conceptualization ofmission 5
- disestablishment and free religious economy 5*
- multi-racial 4
- redemption and lift 4
Methodist press 4
- singing 4
individual participation in salvation 4
- sfrategic planning 4
- incamational spirit 3
- method of recmiting itinerants 3
- lay movement 3
- Sunday schools 3
- empowered people 3
free churches 3
- evangelical 3
- perfection/holiness emphasis 2
- no creedal tests 2
lo:
- good relationship with Anglicans 2
- natural phenomena 2*
- sect qualities 2
- westward migration 2*
- love feasts 2
- work and role ofwomen 2
Conclusion
All the authors cited in this chapter contribute to the task of better understanding the
institutional qualities of early American Methodism. The macro-studies focus on national and
generalizable factors. The micro-studies focus on regional and context-specific factors. When
the factors are consolidated they offer a fairly comprehensive view of institutional growth factors
affecting early American Methodism.
This has been an inexact process. One can argue that some authors should be given more
weight than others because they are established authorities. However, there is great wisdom in
much counsel. None of the "authorities" capture the full essence of institutional growth factors.
As such, this chapter works from the premise that the end justifies the means.
There seems to be general agreement that the system, itinerants, and doctrines are
primary institutional factors that cause growth. They are cited by more than two-thirds ofthe
authors. At least one-third of the authors cite lay ministry; Americanization of ideals and system;
bishops; focus on masses; camp meetings; preaching; evangelistic zeal; and enthusiasm, personal
religion, supematuralism.
All of these are important and indubitable factors that contributed to the numerical and
geographic growth of early American Methodism. However, it is the opinion of this author that
many of the factors that are not mentioned as often as the above listed ones remain noteworthy.
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For example, worship (style, singing, self-expression, and lay participation), publications (tracts,
press, and books), missionary character, work with blacks, role ofwomen, sect-like qualities,
incamationalism, and church discipline are important institutional factors that should not be
under-valued. Only two authors mentioned "Sect-like" qualities. This author believes that this
factor is so important that an entire chapter is dedicated to the analysis of it. Discipline and
redemption-and-lift are related to it.
The descriptive-historical analysis (Chapters 5 and 6) refers to most ofthe other factors.
hi it, Barclay is quoted extensively. Other authors mentioned in this chapter are also mentioned.
They give detail to the story and fill in gaps. However, the descriptive-historical analysis
attempts to tell the story by means of primary sources when possible.
Chapter 2 supports the thesis that the missionary character and effective organization of
early American Methodism are primary causes for numerical growth. Missionary character can
be derived for the following primary headings: itinerants, doctrine (evangelistic and democratic),
lay ministry, Americanization of ideals, bishops, focus on masses, camp meetings, preaching,
evangelistic zeal, presiding elders, worship style, missionary character/spirit, work with blacks,
took advantage of receptivity, revivals, techniques of evangelism, vision and conceptionalization
ofmission, and incamational spirit. Effective organization can be derived from the following
primary headings: the system (all 15 subheadings), Americanization of system, bishops (role and
function of), presiding elders (role and function of), conferences, the Book Concem, strategic
planning, method of recmiting and training itinerants, free churches, and work and role of
women. In anticipation ofChapter 8, the following factors relate to "socially strong organization
and strict:" disciplined, promoted spiritual growth of converts, dedicated and devoted to calling,
evangelistic zeal, self-sacrificing, not a "professional clergy," personal religious experience,
passionate, testified to conversion, lay ministry, absolute authority of bishops, focused on
104
masses, preached for conversion, sectlike qualities, special hymnody that emphasized doctrinal
distinctives, missionary character, vision ofmission, and lay movement.
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CHAPTER 3
Numerical Analysis of Early American Methodism
This chapter presents the statistical data related to the growth and decline ofAmerican
Methodism from 1770 through 1812. To do this, all the circuits in the Minutes were located on
maps and grouped within the geopolitical boundaries of states. From that data, state membership
totals were determined for each year (see Appendix).' That information is listed in the various
tables in this chapter. In order to illustrate the regional nature ofMethodist growth and decline,
the state membership totals are graphed individually and on regional charts. When the various
line-graphs are compared, distinct pattems can be discemed for each region. Brief summaries
follow the presentation of the data. The summaries interpret the line-graphs, highlight trends,
explain deviations, and reference the number of circuits. The summaries are not intended to be
detailed or to explain the causes for growth and decline. Chapters 5 and 6 contain an analysis of
the causes for membership growth and decline.
This chapter divides the data into three chronological periods. The first section presents
the data for 1770 through 1784. The second section presents the data for 1785 through 1799. The
third section presents the data for 1800 through 1812. A fourth section summarizes the findings
and depicts the regional nature ofMethodist growth and decline during 1770 through 1812.
Section One: 1770 through 1784
Between 1766 and 1769, immigrant lay preachers established Methodism in New York,
Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Virginia (Potts 1964:74-95). Philip Embury, a licensed local
preacher, formed a society in New York City and built a Methodist chapel in 1768. He was aided
by many notable people. In a letter to Wesley (October 31,1 769), Joseph Pilmoor wrote that
Thomas Webb, a licensed local preacher and British Army Captain, formed a society in
' This chapter anticipates state boundaries as it plots circuits. For example, Kentucky was a
part ofVirginia until 1792. However, this chapter locates circuits in Kentucky as early as 1787.
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Philadelphia that contained about 100 members (Lee 1810:28). Robert Strawbridge preached in
Maryland and Virginia and built preaching houses prior to 1770. By 1770, Methodism was
growing in Virginia, Maryland, and in all the mid-Atlantic states.
In 1770, the Minutes of the Methodist Conference in England recorded a reference to the
"America" circuit. Richard Boardman, Joseph Pilmoor, Robert Williams, and John King were the
first itinerants to be "appointed" to America. Boardman and Pilmoor were sent as missionaries.
Williams and King came on their own accord.
The missionaries left England after the August 1 769 conference and arrived in Philadelphia
on October 21, 1769. ft is strange that the missionaries were not appointed to America in the 1769
Wesleyan Minutes because the appointments were set at that conference.^ Since every Methodist
itinerant tumed in an annual membership summary, one wonders why the 1770 Wesleyan Minutes
omit a numerical summary for America, ft has already been noted that Pilmoor sent Wesley his
membership summary for the Philadelphia society in 1769.
The Wesleyan Minutes contain the following American membership summaries for the
years 1771 through 1773: 316; 500; and 1,000.' For 1773, the American Minutes list 1,160. The
American conference was conducted in June. The English conferences were conducted in early
August. If the American itinerants sent their membership report to Wesley after the American
conference in June 1773, it is possible that Wesley did not receive it before the publishing of the
Wesleyan Minutes for 1773. If that is the case, where did the Wesleyan Minutes obtain the
American membership summary of 1,000 for 1773? Because 1,000 is less than 1,160, it must be
assumed that it preceded the 1,160 membership summary that was listed in the American Minutes
^
Boardman and Pilmoor were not listed with the appointments for 1 769. The only reference
to them appears in question 15. "We have a pressing call from our brethren in New York, ... to
come over and help them. Who is willing to go? Answer: Richard Broadman and Joseph Pilmoor."
They were appointed to the Dales and Wales respecfively in 1768 and to America in 1770.
The Weslevan Minutes contain the following summaries for America: 1 774-2,204*;
1775-3,148; 1776-3,148*; 1778-6,968*; 1784-14,988. Those with an asterisk are different from
the numbers in the American Minutes.
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in June 1773. The number "1,000" represents an estimate. The membership summaries ofthe
various circuits for the 1773 American conference are also estimates, but they are more specific.
This author believes that the American membership summaries that are contained in the
Wesleyan Minutes are off by one year. If this is true, the American membership totals for 1770
through 1773 would read 316; 500; 1,000; and 1,160.
Table 3.1 displays the number of American Methodists from 1773 to 1784. Figure 3.1
contains a series of line-graphs depicting Methodist membership in six individual states between
1773 and 1784.
Table 3.1
Number of Methodists in Colonies and States from 1773 through 1784
T773 1774 1775 1776 1777 1778' 1779 1780 1781 1782 1783 1784^
NY 180 222 200 132 96 0 0 0 0 0 0 84
NJ 200 257 300 150 160 130 140 196 512 657 1,028 963
PA 180 240 264 236 232 140 179 190 361 517 595 560
DE 0 0 0 0 0 0 795 410 1,052 1,447 1,017 982
MD 500 1,063 1,429 1,745 2,101 1,987 1,873 2,129 3,382 4,294 5,122 5,308
VA 100 291 955 2,456 3,449 3,693 3,937 3,928 3,839 4,082 3,699 3,449
NC 0 0 0 683 930 1,291 1,653 1,411 1,393 1,492 2,279 3,543
SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 99
Sources: Lee (1810:358), Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes (1813)
'
No circuit totals are listed in the Minutes for 1778. The circuit memberships for 1778 are
estimated so that state totals can be graphed in figure 3.1 . In 1778, the Minutes list an incorrect
membership total (6,095) because they omit two circuits in southeastem Pennsylvania and one in
Maryland. The above estimates for the circuits in 1778 take into consideration troop movements,
the date ofthe conference, and growth pattems. The estimated membership total is 7,241. The
Wesleyan Minutes listed 6,968 for 1778.
^Coleman located Wilmington in Delaware on a table that he composed for 1784 (1954:514).
During this period, Wilmington appeared in the Minutes for one year. It was listed in the same
district as Roanoak and Tar River. Thus, the circuit refers to Wilmington, North Carolina, not
Delaware.
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Note: New York was not graphed because official contact was suspended in 1778. British
occupation and fighting made it impossible for circuit riders to work.
Figure 3.1
Series of Line-graphs Depicting Methodist Membership in Six States
from 1773 through 1784
Figures 3.2 and 3.3 display regionally based line-graphs ofmembership totals from the
various states. New York and South Carolina are not shown in figure 3.1 . The discrete graphs that
constitute figure 3.1 illustrate the membership change in individual states better than the regional
graphs (cf figures 3.2 and 3.3) which tend to flatten out the line-graphs of the smaller membership
states. However, figures 3.2 and 3.3 show the overall membership pattem for the regions better
than the discrete graphs in figure 3.1. The following example demonstrates the difference between
the individual graphs and the regionally based graphs. If one state contains 2,000 Methodists and
another state in the same region only contains 1,000, the regionally based graph will be scaled for
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2,000. As such, a 100 member variation in the state with 1,000 members will appear twice as
pronounced on the individual graph that is scaled to 1,000 than it does on the regionally based
graph that is scaled to 2,000.
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Figure 3.2
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Mid-Atlantic States
from 1773 through 1784
Figure 3.2 shows the nature ofMethodist membership change in the mid-Atlantic region.
Notice that New Jersey's and Pennsylvania's line-graphs are very similar and that they intersect at
several points. The lines split in 1780, but continue to follow the same pattem of incline and
decline. With the exception ofNew York, in 1784, the membership totals in the various
mid-Atlantic states are within 400 members of each other. At the end of this period, there were two
circuits in New Jersey and three in Pennsylvania. Delaware became a circuit in 1779. It will be
discussed with Maryland. New York ceased to be a circuit in 1777 because of British occupation.
The circuit re-emerged in 1784 with a membership of 84.
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Figure 3.3 shows the nature ofMethodist membership change in the Southem region.
Notice that the Maryland and North Carolina lines are similar. The Virginia graph shoots up
between 1774 and 1779 due to a great membership increase in the Bmnswick area that spread to
other parts ofVirginia and into North Carolina. Lee reported the following about the 1776 portion
of the "Virginia outpouring":
Such a work of God as that was, I had never seen, or heard of before. It continued to
spread through the south parts ofVirginia. . . . When the retums of the members were
made to the conference this year, there had been added to the society in Bmnswick circuit
811 members. But ifwe include Hanover circuit, and Carolina, which had been united to
Bmnswick, there had been added in one year 1800 members. (1810:59).
From the time that the revival started until its zenith in 1779, Virginia Methodism increased
by 3,646 members and from two to ten circuits. Its membership then leveled off for four years and
declined for the final two years of this period. Interesfingly, the number of circuits continued to
increase through the membership plateau and the period of decline. In 1784 there were 13 circuits
in Virginia. This posifioned Virginia Methodism for growth in the next period.
North Carolina benefited fi-om the rapid growth in southem Virginia. North Carolina
Methodism grew from zero members in 1775 to 3,543 members and 1 1 circuits in 1784. Like
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Virginia, it slumped from 1780 through 1782. However, it experienced meteoric growth in 1783
and 1784. At the close of this period, its membership equaled that ofVirginia.
Maryland Methodism realized most of its growth in the Chesapeake Bay area. Substantial
growth occurred from 1773 through 1777. For the next three years, growth leveled off From 1775
through 1780, Maryland Methodism had three circuits that corresponded to three loci of growth.
They were Frederick in the west-central area, Baltimore on the northwestern part ofthe Chesapeake
Bay, and Kent on the Delmarva peninsula. Between 1781 and 1784, the state membership
increased by 3,179 people and the circuits increased to six. All the new circuits were around the
Chesapeake Bay and five of the six were on the Delmarva peninsula. By the end of this period,
1,859 more Methodists lived in Maryland than in Virginia.
Delaware is a part of the Delmarva peninsula.'* During the war years, Delaware was home
to Asbury. The area has been called the "Garden ofMethodism" (Williams 1993) and the "Nursery
of American Methodism" (Richey 1991 and 1994). Methodism was very fruitful in this area.
However, the membership summaries from Delaware are enigmatic. For example, in 1780, "there
was a gracious revival of religion on the eastem shore" (Lee 1810:74). As a consequence, the Kent
circuit in the Maryland portion of the peninsula registered a 233 member increase in 1780.
However, in the same year, the circuits in Delaware registered a 385 member decrease. In 1783,
the Methodist membership in Delaware decreased from 1,447 to 1,017. In the same year, the
membership in the Maryland portion of the peninsula increased from 2,505 to 3,352. Between
1779 and 1784, the Maryland portion increased by an incredible 3,129 members. During those
same years, the Delaware circuits only increased by 1 87 members. In the midst of growth,
Methodism in Delaware finished the period with an anemic 982 members and one circuit.
Richey argues that Delaware and Maryland belong together and that they both should be
categorized as "South." "The demographic, social and cultural realities that Methodism
encountered in Delmarva peninsula closely resemble those ... for Virginia" (1991:1 15).
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The Delaware conundrum can be explained. Methodist circuits were named after a county,
a city or, some topographical feature. This study locates a circuit by its name. For example, the
Caroline circuit is named after Caroline County, Maryland. Consequently, the Caroline circuit is
listed on Maryland's table. The county looks like a half-circle. The large part borders Delaware.
Since Methodist circuits were not restricted by state boundaries, it is probable that the Caroline
circuit included portions of Delaware. The same can be assumed for other circuits that bordered
Delaware. According to Barclay, "there were Methodist Societies in . . . every county ofMaryland
and Delaware" by 1784 (1949:71). For Delaware, he listed five chapels in Sussex County, three in
"Thoroughfare Neck," and one in Dover. Yet, the Minutes only list the Dover circuit in 1784.
There were two circuits in Delaware until the Sussex circuit disappeared from the Minutes in 1783.
Obviously, the 595 members from the Sussex circuit did not vanish. Most likely they were
distributed between the five new circuits organized on the Maryland portion of the Delmarva
peninsula. As such, it is probable that some ofDelaware's losses came as the result of dividing and
reorganizing circuits.
In summary, despite the above mentioned qualifications, the data for 1770 through 1784
clearly demonstrate the regional nature ofMethodist growth and decline. The Pennsylvania and
New Jersey line-graphs are so uniform that the affinity is obvious. Methodism in North Carolina,
Virginia, and Maryland also demonstrated similar pattems of growth and decline. In all three
states, a period of intense growth was followed by a slump. Virginia Methodism decreased after
the slump. Methodism in Maryland and North Carolina increased after their slumps. In the same
way that the mid-Atlantic states are united by small membership totals, the southem states are
united by large membership totals. Delaware is a special case that has already been discussed.
113
Section Two: 1785 through 1799
Table 3.2 displays the number of listed Methodists in America between 1786 and 1799.
Table 3.2 begins with 1786 because the statistical data related to circuit membership for 1785 is
omitted from the Minutes. Table 3.2 does not estimate the state totals for that year. The sequence
of line-graphs in figure 3.4 illustrates the Methodist membership pattern in the individual states
during this time period.
Table 3.2
Number ofMethodists in United States and Canada from 1786 through 1799
1786 1787 1788* 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 ][796 :1797 1798 1799
MD 6,040 7,735 9,951 11.127 15,407 15,281 15,552 15,193 14,701 14,164 12,406 12,078 11,835 11,647
VA 4,434 6,431 11,642 12,895 16,522 17,289 17,709 18,186 16,903 14,702 13,879 13,530 13,408 12,832
NC 4,275 5,061 5,615 7,662 8,803 9,737 10,458 10,063 9,958 8,996 8,380 9,100 7,821 7,551
SC 638 1,766 2,470 2,784 3,458 4,650 4,397 4,457 4,560 4,081 3,818 3,818 4,843 5,026
GA 78 450 1,227 2,011 2,294 2,250 2,086 2,151 1,832 1,564 1,174 1,170 1,310 1,534
KY 0 90 480 863 1,090 1,553 1,808 1,898 1,909 1,956 1,750 1,797 1,601 1,638
TN 0 0 63 225 282 759 701 674 737 592 546 576 580 631
OH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 99
DE 848 863 878 798 2,414 2,505 2,698 2,674 2,682 2,646 2,228 2,284 2,490 2,415
NJ 1,259 1,642 2,046 1,751 2,363 2,358 2,475 2,450 2,616 2,532 2,351 2,573 2,826 2,892
PA 1,157 1,405 1,178 1,304 1,451 1,856 2,242 2,121 2,807 2,649 2,796 3,098 3,188 3,309
NY 360 442 1,104 2,121 3,366 3,421 3,883 4,390 4,581 4,542 4,259 4,850 5,326 5,957
CT 0 0 0 0 181 523 986 988 1,155 1,262 1,050 1,201 1,455 1,497
MA 0 0 0 0 0 88 391 677 727 787 824 913 1,194 1,409
RI 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 74 157 208 220 177 162 196
ME 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 268 357 616 936 1,117
NH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 68 92 122 131
VT 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 286 604
CAN 510 0 0 0 0 730 165 349 1,434 633 474 795 809 866
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes (1813)
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The Mid-Atlantic Region
A comparison of figures 3.4 and 3.5 reveals the similar growth pattems ofMethodism in
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York. New Jersey Methodism began this period with three
established circuits and a new one called Newark. It expanded to seven circuits in 1794 and
remained at that level through the remainder of this period. Pennsylvania Methodism began this
period with three circuits. It increased to 12 in 1794 and finished the period with 1 1 circuits.
During this period, New York Methodism experienced tremendous growth. It grew from 360
members and two circuits in 1786 to 5,957 members and 17 circuits in 1799. Its growth slowed in
1791, and it slumped in 1795 through 1796. The line-graphs for New Jersey and Pennsylvania
display a similar pattem of decline for these same years. Methodism rebounded in the mid-Afiantic
states during the closing years of this period. For example, New York Methodism increased by
1,698 members from 1796 through 1799.
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Line-graphs of Methodist Membership in Mid-Atlantic States
from 1786 through 1799
In figure 3.5, the Delaware line-graph appears to follow the same basic pattem as the
line-graphs for New Jersey and Pennsylvania. It begins with the other states and ends with them in
terms of total membership. Between 1786 and 1789, the membership totals remain fairly level. In
1790, Methodism in Delaware expanded by 1,616 members. The number of circuits increased from
two to three. The new circuit was not taken from Maryland. The whole Delmarva area
experienced tremendous growth.
The Southem Region
Figures 3.4 and 3.6 illustrate the growth pattems ofMethodism in Virginia, Maryland, and
North Carolina.
118
Members
20K K=1000
15K
A MD
O VA
� NC
lOK
5Ki
1786 1787 1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Figure 3.6
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Southem States
from 1786 through 1799
In each of these states, Methodism followed a similar pattem of rapid growth, leveling off,
and decline. In 1783 and 1784, Methodism in Maryland and North Carolina grew expeditiously.
That growth continued into this period. During those same years, Virginia's membership suffered a
steep decline. Virginia Methodism ended the last period with 3,449 members. At that time, its
membership was 94 less than North Carolina's and was 1,859 less than Maryland's. Virginia
Methodism began a comeback in 1786, and it outpaced Methodism in the other states in 1788. By
1793, Virginia Methodism reported 8,123 more members than North Carolina and 2,993 more
members than Maryland. However, between 1791 and 1794, southem Methodism stopped growing
and began a precipitous membership decline. The decline ensued for many years. During the
decline, Methodism lost 5,354 members in Virginia, 3,905 members in Maryland, and 2,907
members in North Carolina. Or, 28, 27, and 28 percent of its total membership in the respective
states. In growth and decline, unanimity existed in the southem region.
A hidden factor existed during these years. From 1786 through 1799, Virginia Methodism
added 1,942 blacks, North Carolina Methodism added 1,422, and Maryland Methodism added
3,418. In 1799, blacks accounted for the following percentages of total membership in the southem
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states: Virginia-1 8 percent, Maryland-44 percent, and North Carolina-22 percent. During this
period, Maryland Methodism added 1,229 more blacks than whites (see Chapter 6 for a detailed
analysis).
Virginia contained 13 circuits in 1786. That number grew to 34 in 1794. In 1799 there
were 32 circuits in Virginia. When this period began, there were ten circuits in Maryland. By
1793, that number increased to 20. In 1799, the number of circuits decreased to 17. In 1786, North
Carolina embraced 1 1 circuits. The number grew to 18 in 1792. In 1799, there were 16 circuits in
North Carolina.
The Frontier Region
During this time-frame, the American frontier sfretched from northem New England to
Georgia and included all of the area west ofthe Appalachians to the Mississippi River. This is
indicated by table 3.3 (see p. 120) and is confirmed by the census of 1790. New York,
Peimsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina contained populated and
unsettled regions.^ During the War of Independence, the American population emigrated to frontier
areas to escape fighting. After the war, the population pushed out in all directions. Border disputes
over European land claims and freaties that recognized Indian land holdings became points of
tension. For the purposes of this section, frontier region refers to the fransappalachian region on
the west and Georgia on the south. The New England frontier is discussed in another section.
Even though Georgia was a part ofthe original colonies and is considered to be a part of
the fraditional South from a cultural perspective, it is grouped with the frontier states because of its
demographics and Methodist membership counts. Its population was concenfrated along the border
area by South Carolina and the coastal region down to Florida. Table 3.3 indicates that its
^ Table 3 .3 indicates that New York had a 7. 1 population density in 1 790. That is misleading
because the coastal region ofNew York was densely populated. For example, in 1790, New York
City had a population of 32,305. However, upstate New York was sparsely populated. In 1790,
there were 20 cities in the United States with populations over 3,000. All of them existed on or
near the Atiantic coast. French New Orleans had a population of 5,338 (Cappon 1 1976:97).
120
population density in 1790 was similar to the frontier areas of Kentucky, Ohio, Tennessee,
Georgia, Mississippi Territory, and the Northwest Territory. In fact, only the Mississippi and
Northwest Territories show a smaller population density per square mile.
Table 3.3
Population Density Per Square Mile by State in 1790
Dist. ofColumbia 156.6 New Hampshire 15.7 Maine 3.2
Rhode Island 64.5 Virginia 11.6 Kentucky 1.8
Connecticut 49.4 Pennsylvania 9.7 Ohio 1.1
Massachusetts 47.1 Vermont 9.4 Tennessee 0.8
Maryland 32.1 South Carolina 8.2 Georgia 0.6
Delaware 30.1 North Carolina 8.1 Mississippi Territory 0.3
New Jersey 24.5 New York 7.1 Northwest Territory 0.1
Source: Bureau of Census of 1790 in Ferrell (1987:179)
Even though South Carolina was not a part of the frontier during this period, it is included
in figure 3.7 because its growth pattem matches those of the frontier states. During this period,
Methodism was a nascent movement in South Carolina and in the frontier areas. This represents a
transitional time for South Carolina Methodism. However, South Carolina is grouped with the
South in the next period.
Figure 3.7 displays widely divergent line-graphs for South Carolina, Georgia, Kentucky,
and Tennessee. The Georgia and Kentucky line-graphs are the only two that cross. Nevertheless,
figure 3.4 shows that the individual line-graphs follow a similar pattern. The frontier membership
pattem is four to six years of sharp increase followed by a pronounced decline. The decline is
followed by an up-swing. Notice the double hump ("saddle" effect) on the line positions. The
double hump is most evident in figure 3.4, but it can be discemed in figure 3.7. This is
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characteristic of frontier Methodism during this period. The saddle effect is most pronounced on
the South Carolina and Tennessee line-graphs in figure 3.4.
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Figure 3.7
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Frontier States f
rom 1786 through 1799
Methodism in South Carolina began this period with three circuits, grew to 13 circuits, and
ended with ten circuits. Methodism in Georgia began this period with one circuit, grew to six
circuits, and ended with four circuits. In 1787, Kentucky's first circuit appeared in the statistical
report in the Minutes. By 1797, Methodism in Kentucky had grown to six circuits. It concluded
the period with four circuits. In Tennessee, Methodism made its debut in 1788. It grew to two
circuits in 1791 and did not change for the remainder of this period.*
^
Cappon (1976:71) placed the Holston circuit in the northeast comer of Tennessee. Isaac
Martin's Historv ofMethodism in Holston Conference, listed Holston in Tennessee in the following
description. "The increase which occurred in 1 802 was largely in East Tennessee, where there
were three circuits: Holston, Nolichucky and French Broad. The Holston circuit covered what are
now the counfies of Sullivan, Hawkins and Grainger In the two Virginia circuits. Clinch and
New River . . ." (1945:21). That would give Tennessee three circuits during this period and one
circuit in the first period. The Holston circuit first appeared in 1783, thirteen years before
Tennessee became a state. At that time, the Tennessee border was not fixed. It was a part of "the
State ofFranklin." Even sfill, a large section ofthe Holston River is in Virginia. Wallace Smeltzer
made the following ambiguous statement, "The southem Virginian-North Carolina Methodism
planted the Holston Circuit on the headwaters of the Tennessee, in 1783" (1951 :43). By
headwaters, it is assumed he meant the Powell, Clinch, and Holston Rivers that flow from Virginia
122
New England Region
It is difficult to make many generalizations about New England Methodism during this
period because it was too new for clear patterns to emerge. When a state has a small number of
Methodist adherents, minor membership variations appear as exaggerated deviation on line-graphs.
The Rhode Island graphs in figures 3.4 and 3.8 are witness to this.
Figure 3.8 shows that Methodism experienced strong growth in four ofthe six New
England states during this period. It had anemic growth in the other two. Massachusetts is one of
four states in New England where Methodism did not decline for the entire period. Maine,
Vermont, and New Hampshire are the other three states. In 1799, there were ten circuits in
Massachusetts and six circuits in Connecticut. Both had Methodist memberships of 1,400 plus.
Between 1794 and 1799, Methodist membership skyrocketed in Maine. Maine Methodism finished
the period with six circuits and 1,1 17 members. In figure 3.8, New Hampshire's line-graph appears
flat. However, figure 3.4 shows that Methodism advanced at a slow but steady rate in New
Hampshire. Methodism's meteoric debut in Vermont was an omen of things to come. More will be
said about New England Methodism in the next section
to form the Tennessee River. Because circuits moved from an established area to a new area, it is
logical to assume that the Holston circuit began in Virginia. Sherwood made a very insightful
remark on this subject, "As we attempt to see these cells ofMethodism�the circuits�grow, we are
hampered by names. . . . Many of the early circuit names came from streams; the original circuits
located on these streams continued to carry the name into larger areas as the circuit grows. Thus,
Holston refers to the region of southwestem Virginia and eastem Tennessee; however, we must
follow the example of our forefathers in not pressing for too defmite a description ofwhat a name
means in detail" (1964:368). This work lists Holston with Virginia because the 1796 through 1801
Minutes locate it there and Lee reaffirmed that location (1 810:82). When in doubt, one should side
with the primary sources. When the Holston circuit was established it covered an area that
included parts ofVirginia and Tennessee. As it was worked, the area and original circuit were
divided into the above mentioned circuits. It was typical for new circuits in the West to start off
very large. They were chopped up into smaller circuits as they were cultivated and as the
population count increased. Incidentally, the Kentucky circuit that appeared 1787 also included
Tennessee west of the Cumberland Mountains.
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Figure 3.8
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in New England States
from 1786 through 1799
Figure 3.9 combines the Methodist membership totals of the New England states and
graphs them as a single unit in order to show a regional pattem.
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Figure 3.9
Composite Line-graph ofMethodist Membership in New England
from 1786 through 1799
According to figure 3.9, New England Methodism lunged forward in the early and late
1790s. It slowed its rate of growth in 1792 through 1795, and showed a slight decrease in 1796.
New England Methodism continued with strong growth from 1797 through 1799.
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Section Three: 1800 through 1812
Table 3.4 displays the number of Methodists in America by state between 1800 and 1812.
Table 3.4
Number ofMethodists in States and Canada
from 1800 through 1812
180C1 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 18:10 18 11 1812
MD 12,046 15,594 20,253 24,055 24,626 24,546 25,981 28,307 28,643 27.520 27,802 26,946 26,536
VA 13,390 14,047 13,761 17,141 19,687 21,644 23,157 24,712 24,695 25,434 26,074 26,725 27,443
NC 8,003 7,556 7,918 8,910 9,683 9,899 13,094 15,434 15,925 16,256 16,378 17,577 18,459
SC 5,151 5,232 5,565 7,318 8,953 8,656 7,812 8,529 9,360 10,378 13,168 14,491 17,165
GA 1,655 1,639 2,455 3,702 4,308 4,887 4,811 4,906 5,704 7,052 8,090 8,510 9,227
KY 1,741 2,165 2,619 3,518 4,431 5,929 6,394 6,848 7,241 8,215 8,917 9,955 11,875
TN 703 978 1,258 2,249 2,123 2,181 1,984 2,371 2,501 3,067 3,601 4,238 4,260
OH 257 463 887 1,273 1,708 2,233 2,840 3,574 4,402 5,578 6,529 8,585 9,471
MS 60 80 100 87 102 136 204 358 375 350 330 436 576
IL 0 0 0 0 0 67 120 110 220 275 354 356 482
LA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 17 40 30 30 73 99
IN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 67 166 540 762 1,160 1,121
MO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 106 200 585 528 512
AL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 265 422 488
MI 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 78 134 134
DE 2,493 4,123 5,289 5,993 4,926 5,065 5,932 7,108 6,425 6,117 5,674 5,298 5,457
PA 3,187 3,829 4,788 5,304 6,822 7,453 8,327 9,428 9,940 10,090 10,523 11,214 12,500
NJ 3,030 3,159 4,165 4,463 4,562 4,528 4,544 5,098 5,701 6,232 6,839 6,979 8,091
NY 6,355 7,034 8,148 8,876 10,283 10,559 11,879 13,678 15,884 17,887 19,053 20,575 21,226
CT 1,571 1,567 1,658 1,759 1,825 1,853 1,946 1,980 2,125 2,517 2,734 2,886 2,884
MA 1,577 1,665 1,907 2,439 1,613 1,516 2,169 2,672 3,008 3,318 3,307 3,550 3,643
RI 227 227 312 133 383 425 172 387 406 683 733 579 781
ME 1,197 1,386 1,414 1,747 2,102 2,400 2,501 2,562 2,785 3,150 3,498 3,548 3,450
NH 224 524 665 644 635 878 1,137 1,151 1,168 1,334 1,541 1,799 1,750
VT 1,016 1,607 2,116 2,720 3,100 3,296 3,354 3,769 3,849 4,244 5,170 5,279 5,535
CAN 936 1,159 1,502 1,680 1,780 1,870 2,179 2,375 2,360 2,540 2,717 2,658 2,711
Sources: Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes (1813)
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The following series of line-graphs (figure 3.10) illustrates Methodist membership growth
pattems in the individual states during this time period.
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The Mid-Atlantic Region
Figure 3.11 shows that the line-graphs for the mid-Atlantic states follow a similar pattem
ofmembership growth from 1 800 through 1 803. Delaware Methodism increased by 3,500,
Peimsylvania Methodism increased by 2,1 17, New Jersey Methodism increased by 1,437, and. New
York Methodism increased by 2,521. Delaware Methodism doubled its membership from 1 800
through 1803. In 1804, it had a 1,067 member decline. From 1805 through 1807, it grew at the
same rate as Methodism in the other mid-Atlantic states. However, it declined from 1808 through
1811. Delaware Methodism followed the membership pattem ofMaryland Methodism from 1 807
through 1811. They both reached an apex and then declined. From 1 807 to 1811, Delaware
Methodism lost 1,810 members and Maryland Methodism lost 1,361 members. Unlike Methodism
in the other mid-Atlantic states, Delaware Methodism had a sizable blackmembership that equaled
37 percent of its total membership in 1812.
Figure 3.11 shows that Methodism in Pennsylvania and New York followed the same basic
growth curve for the entire period (see p. 130). Methodism did not decline in these states. In
Pennsylvania, Methodism slowed from 1808 through 1810. New YorkMethodism slowed in 1805.
New Jersey Methodism slowed in 1804 and then slumped for two years. It grew from 1806 to
1812.
Delaware Methodism commenced this period with three circuits and grew to five. It
registered a membership gain of2,964. Pennsylvania Methodism began with ten circuits and grew
to 24. Its membership increased by 9,3 13. New Jersey Methodism began with seven circuits and
increased to 13. Four of those circuits made their debut on the membership retums in 1812.
Membership increased by 5,061. New York Methodism demonsfrated exceptional growth during
this period. It increased from 18 to 43 circuits. Its membership increased by 14,871.
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The Southem Region
In figure 3.12, the line-graphs for Virginia and Maryland intertwine, crisscrossing twice.
From 1 800 through 1 802, Virginia Methodism slumped, while Maryland Methodism grew by 8,207
members. At that time, 6,492 more members existed in Maryland than in Virginia. Methodism in
these states grew along parallel tracks from 1805 through 1810. For the remainder of this period,
Maryland Methodism declined, while Virginia Methodism experienced moderate growth. Virginia
Methodism finished this period with 907 more members than Maryland.
embers
30K
20K
K=1000
lOK
MD
o VA
1 NC
A SC
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Figure 3.12
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Southem States
from 1800 through 1812
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Figure 3.12 indicates that Methodism in the Carolinas progressed along roughly parallel
paths from 1800 through 1 805. From 1806 through 1 807, North Carolina Methodism grew by
2,340 members. South Carolina Methodism declined by 844 members in 1806. However, from
1 807 through the end of this period, it grew at a slightly higher rate than North Carolina
Methodism. In 1812, North Carolina Methodism had 1,294 more members than South Carolina
Methodism and 8,984 fewer members than Virginia Methodism.
In 1812, the Methodist membership totals in the four southern states were in the same
numeric order as in 1800. Virginia Methodism began this period with 33 circuits and grew to 49.
Some new circuits were begun in the westem parts of the state; however, most of the additions
came as a resuh of dividing larger circuits. Membership grew by 14,053. Maryland Methodism
started this period with 1 8 circuits and finished it with 25 circuits. It reached the 25 level in 1 808
and remained at that level through 1812. Membership grew by 14,490. North Carolina Methodism
began the period with 17 circuits and finished it with 31 circuits. Membership increased by 10,456.
South Carolina Methodism started the period with ten circuits and completed it with 17.
Membership grew by 12,014. In 1812, the black membership equaled 19 percent in Virginia, 45
percent in Maryland, 29 percent in North Carolina, and 45 percent in South Carolina.
The Frontier Region
Figure 3.13 portrays Methodist membership in the frontier states. Methodism in Kentucky
and Ohio completed the period without a decline. The graph for Ohio Methodism shows an
excepfional rate of growth. During this period, Methodism in Georgia and Tennessee declined for
two years. Georgia Methodism began this period with a decline, then rebounded with strong
growth through 1 805. Its membership leveled off for the next two years. From 1 808 through the
end ofthe period, Georgia Methodism rebounded with strong growth. Tennessee Methodism began
the period with good growth. Its membership leveled off between 1803 and 1806. Then it grew
from 1 807 to the end of this period. Methodist membership in Ohio surpassed membership in
Tennessee and Georgia during this period.
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Figure 3.13
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Frontier States
from 1800 through 1812
Georgia Methodism began this period with three circuits and ended with 16. It posted a
membership gain of 7,572. Kentucky Methodism began this period with six circuits and finished
with 20 circuits. It posted a membership gain of 10,281 . Tennessee Methodism began the period
with two circuits and finished it with nine circuits. Its membership increased by 3,557. Ohio
Methodism had two circuits in 1800. It grew to 17 circuits in this period. Its membership grew by
9,214. Georgia Methodism differed from the other frontier states because it had a sizable black
membership. In 1 800, its black membership equaled 1 8 percent. In 1812, it equaled 22 percent. It
is included in the frontier region in this chapter because of demographics and small membership.
With the exception of Savannah, in most ways it was an extension of South Carolina. Its
membership increased by 7,572.
New England Region
Methodism was planted in New England in the late 1780s. The first membership retums
appeared in 1790. The last state to be infiltrated by Methodism was Vermont. Vermont
Methodism did not report a membership until 1798.
the New England states.
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By 1800, Methodism was firmly rooted in all
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Figure 3.14
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in New England States
from 1800 through 1812
According to figure 3.14, with the exceptions of Massachusetts and Rhode Island,
Methodism in the New England states follows comparable membership pattems. Vermont
Methodism had no declines. By 1 802, more Methodists lived in Vermont than in any other New
England state. Vermont Methodism slowed its progress in 1 804 through 1 806 and only posted
moderated gains for the remainder of the period. Maine Methodism declined only in 1 812. The
Massachusetts and Maine line-graphs crisscrossed four times in this period. In 1 804,
Massachusetts Methodism posted a 829 member decrease that equaled 34 percent of its total
membership. New Hampshire Methodism showed steady growth during this period. It declined by
30 members between 1802 and 1 804. Connecticut Methodism had a membership loss of six in
1801 and of two in 1812. Overall, its membership increased at a moderate rate during this period.
As figure 3.10 shows, the membership pattern for Rhode Island was erratic. For seven of
the 13 years in this period, Rhode Island Methodism grew when Massachusetts Methodism grew.
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During the other six years, when one declined the other grew. Partially, this can be explained in
terms of circuit boundaries and groupings. The states border each other, and some ofthe circuits in
southeast Massachusetts were yoked whh Rliode Island circuhs from time to time. For example,
the Somerset circuh was yoked to various Rhode Island circuits on three different occasions. In
two of those cases, it was the junior circuit. Since the Minutes only list one membership total for
the combined circuit, Somerset's membership was absorbed into Rhode Island's during those years.
The opposite occurred when Somerset was listed as the senior circuit.
In 1 800, Connecticut Methodism contained six circuits. It concluded this period with seven
circuits. Connecticut Methodism posted a membership gain of 1,3 13 in this period. Massachusetts
Methodism began this period with ten circuits and concluded it with 20. Its membership increased
by 2,066. Rhode Island Methodism began this period with three circuits and finished it with four.
Its membership increased by 554. Maine Methodism began this period with six circuits and ended
it with 19 circuits. It reached that number in 1808. Its membership grew by 2,253. New
Hampshire Methodism started this period with three circuhs. By 1812, h increased to eight
circuits. It posted a membership gain of 1,526. Vermont Methodism began the period with five
circuits and ended it with 16. It grew by 4,519 members. In 1812, New England Methodism had
123 blacks on its membership rolls.
The New Frontier
Figure 3.15 delineates the growth ofMethodism on the "new fronfier." New frontier
designates newly settled areas beyond the old frontier. The new frontier was comprised both of
northem and southem regions. Earlier, the migrating populations converged in Kentucky and
southem Ohio. Clearly, by 1800, there existed a southem and a northem frontier. The expansion
of slavery into the new fronfier became a major issue and a defining quality.
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Figure 3.15
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in New Frontier
from 1800 through 1812
Mississippi was the only new frontier state in which there was a Methodist membership
prior to 1805. As such, not enough data exist to determine a regional membership pattem.
Although, some observations may be generated.
The MEC in the new frontier had relatively few black members during this period. In
1812, Methodism had the following percentages of black members in the southern frontier states
and territories: Kentucky-8 percent, Tennessee-6 percent, Alabama-5 percent, Mississippi-22
percent, and Louisiana-7 percent. In all the northwest areas of the new frontier and Ohio, only 89
blacks were listed on the Methodist rolls.'
The tables in the Appendix reflect the development and expansion ofMethodism in the
new frontier. The Mississippi area was infiltrated by Methodist missionaries in the late 1790s.
They worked the area around Natchez and expanded into Louisiana. By 1812, they divided the area
' Blacks were in the new states and territories and played a role in the expansion of
Methodism. The following quote from John Young from 1803 illustrates the point. "We traveled
about twenty miles on . . . Fishing creek [KY]. . . . There was a Methodist society in the
neighborhood, the preacher ... a colored man, by the name of Jacob Every member ofthe
society had been awakened under his preaching" (Barclay 1949:149).
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into eight circuits. Illinois, Indiana, and Missouri were worked by circuit riders moving west from
Kentucky and Ohio. The first circuits were located on the southern and eastern border areas of
these states. In 1812, there were ten circuits in Indiana, Illinois, and Missouri with a combined
membership of 2,1 15. Methodism in the Detroit area ofMichigan was established by circuit riders
coming down through Canada. In the Minutes, Detroit was listed with the Canadian circuits. In
1812, it consisted of one circuit with a membership of 134. Alabama Methodism had a
membership of 488 in 1812. At that time, it contained two circuits. One was in the northern part of
the state. The other was along the westem border. Indian treaties delayed the settlement of
Alabama.
Section Four: Summary
Each of the previous sections focused on a portion of the membership story for early
American Methodism, dividing it into periods of 13 to 15 years. This section shows the
comprehensive pattem from 1771 through 1812. In the following figures, the regional nature of
early American Methodist membership growth and decline is striking and unambiguous.
The Mid-Atlantic Region
Figure 3.16 establishes the growth pattem ofMethodism in the mid-Afiantic states. Nofice
that the line-graphs for New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware intersect and overlap throughout
the majority of this period. Granted, the line-graphs split in the early 1800s. However, New
Jersey's, Pennsylvania's, and New York's continue to follow similar growth trajectories. From 1807
to 1 812, the rate of growth was the only factor that disfinguished the growth patterns ofMethodism
in New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. Delaware's line-graph follows the same track as
Maryland's during the closing years of this period. Indubitably, the mid-Atlantic states (with the
exception ofDelaware) show a unique pattem of growth and decline.
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Figure 3.16
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Mid-Atlantic States
from 1773 through 1812
The Southem Region
Figure 3.17 depicts a clear growth pattem ofMethodism in the southem states. A hump
that is followed by sfrong growth dominates the individual line-graphs. The line-graphs for
Maryland and Virginia crisscross seven times. North Carolina's line-graph closely follows the
pattem ofVirginia and Maryland. The line-graph for South Carolina Methodism lacks the
exaggerated hump because South Carolina Methodism was not firmly established in the early
1790s. However, in every other regard, it tracks North Carolina's line-graph and follows the same
trajectory as Virginia's.
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Figure 3.17
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in the Southem States
from 1773 through 1812
The Frontier Region
Figure 3.18 shows that the frontier states followed a distinctive pattem of growth and
decline. Tennessee Methodism departed from the dominant pattem from 1804 through 1806. Even
so, the line-graphs are comparable. The line-graphs for Georgia and Kentucky crisscross five
times. The Ohio line-graph appears to be parabolic. As a consequence, it overtakes Georgia's
line-graph in 1812. Notice that the rate ofmembership increase in Georgia, Kentucky, and Ohio is
phenomenal from the mid- 1790s to 1812.
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Figure 3.18
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in Frontier States
from 1786 through 1812
The New England Region
Figure 3.19 only covers a 22-year period. The growth pattems in the various states seem to
be quite diverse. Vermont Methodism had no declines and experienced exceptional growth. Rhode
Island Methodism does not follow a discemible pattem. Massachusetts Methodism showed a large
membership spike and pronounced dip that was unique. Aside from these dissimilarities, there is a
discemible membership pattem for the region as a whole. Chapter 6 describes this pattem.
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Figure 3.19
Line-graphs ofMethodist Membership in New England States
from 1790 through 1812
There is a hidden story in New England that affects the interpretation of growth pattems.
The following discussion will propose that there were two regions in New England during the time
of early American Methodism. One was "old" New England and the other was "frontier" New
England.
First, the New England states possessed a unique historical and cultural context. The fact
that New England was founded as a religious colony and that most of the New England states came
into existence as a protest against Massachusetts illustrates this point. The establishment of
Congregationalism and the desire for individualism were in conflict in New England. Connecticut
did not disestablish Congregationalism until 1818 and Massachusetts held out until 1833.
Connecticut and Massachusetts shared a common history and corporate value system. Those who
populated the other areas ofNew England fled from that sociopolitical hegemony. This supports
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the premise that there were two New England regions. One was "established" and the other was
"disestablished" (see discussion in Chapter 6).
Second, table 3.3 shows that the established New England was settled and that the
disestablished New England was less settled. In 1 790, Connecticut and Massachusetts had a
population density per square mile of 49 and 47. New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine had
population densities of 16, 9, and 3.
In proportion to total population, Methodism had its greatest success in Vermont and
Maine. These states were not among the original 13, and they were a part of the New England
"frontier" to which people emigrated. Maine did not become a state until 1820. The line-graphs for
these states show exceptional Methodist growth.
New Hampshire was one of the original states. It was settled more heavily than Vermont
and Maine. The area around Portsmouth was the only area in New Hampshire that was densely
populated. It was on the coast and had a population of 4,720 in 1790. The remainder of the state
was sparsely populated. In figure 3.19, New Hampshire Methodism follows a trajectory that is
similar to Maine's. The individual line-graphs in figure 3.15 illustrate this in terms of percent
membership change.
Connecticut and Massachusetts were the first New England states to be evangelized by
Methodism, and they were both a part of the old establishment. It would be expected that
Methodism in these states would reflect similar growth pattems. Figure 3.19 supports this.
In summary, Methodist growth and decline in New England reflected the difference
between "old" and "new" New England. With this in mind, regional growth pattems can be
discemed. However, even without the recognition of two regions in New England, the data show
that the overall pattem is distinct from the other regions.
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Comparison of Regional Membership Patterns
Figure 3.20 depicts the regional membership pattern of early American Methodism. The
previous figures compared the membership pattems of the various states in each region with the
other states in the region. This illustrated the regional pattern. Figure 3.20 takes this process to the
next step by graphing the regional pattems on the same figure so that they can be compared.
Regional growth pattems represent the total membership of the combined states in each region as
reported in the Minutes and listed in the tables ofChapter 3. Figure 3.20 clearly shows the regional
nature of early American Methodist growth. It also shows that the patterns are similar and
dissimilar in some important ways.
The membership slump of the 1 790s and the tremendous rate of growth that followed it are
the distinguishing features of the figure. An analysis of the 1790s is noteworthy because it is the
first decade in which all the regions have established pattems. During the 1790s, southem
Methodism declined for six years, mid-Atlantic Methodism declined for 2 years, and frontier
Methodism declined for four years. New England Methodism did not decline in the 1790s. Its
regional pattem indicates sfrong and consistent growth though the actual numbers were much
smaller.
From 1 792 through 1 799, southem Methodism lost 1 1 ,060 members or 23 percent of its
membership. From 1794 through 1796, mid-Afiantic Methodism lost 1,051 members or 8.2 percent
of its membership. Between 1794 and 1796, frontier Methodism lost 1,250 members or 26.5
percent of its membership. It appears that Methodism in the South and on the frontier followed a
very similar pattem during the 1790s, while Methodism in the mid-Afianfic and New England
regions did not.
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Figure 3.20
Line-graphs ofMethodist Regional Membership
from 1773 through 1812
From 1800 to 1812, Methodism posted tremendous membership increases in all the regions.
Figure 3.20 is scaled for southem membership. It accurately reflects that southem Methodism grew
faster in terms of raw numbers. However, the percent membership growth or rate of increase is
skewed. The proportional scaling in figure 3.21 does a better job of reflecting the individual
pattems of the smaller regions.
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Series of Line-graphs Depicting Methodist Membership in Regions
from 1773 through 1812
Between 1800 and 1812, southem Methodism posted a decline in 1809. None ofthe other
regions declined in membership. During this period, Southem Methodism grew from 38,590 to
89,603 members (132 percent). Mid-Atlantic Methodism grew from 15,065 to 47,281 (214
percent). Frontier Methodism grew from 4,209 to 34,833 (728 percent). New England Methodism
grew from 5,812 to 18,043 (210 percent).
The various regions are distinguished by their rate of growth. In the 1790s, southern and
frontier Methodism followed the same basic pattem. Afterward, they follow distinct pattems in
145
terms of percent growth. Southern Methodism had the slowest rate of growth, and frontier
Methodism had the strongest.
Conclusion
This chapter reports that membership patterns for early American Methodism varied by
region. Figures 3.15 through 3.19 show the regional membership pattems. Each one is distinct.
Variation exists within the regions; however, the establishment of a pattern does not require
complete homogeneity. Figures 3.20 and 3.21 show the consolidated membership for each region.
The line-graphs establish the regional pattems. The line-graphs also make it possible to compare
the regional pattems. In other words, figures 3.15 through 3.19 show that a regional pattern
existed, and figures 3.20 and 3.21 show that the regional pattems were unique.
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CHAPTER 4
Toward a Unified Theoretical Framework
Chapter 1 postulates that the missionary character and effective organization of early
American Methodism are institutional qualities that positioned the church for growth in its various
contexts. In Chapter 2, the collective voice ofmany authors reaffirm and explicate the institutional
growth factors of early American Methodism. Chapter 3 demonstrates that early American
Methodism did not experience uniform growth. Rather, it shows that there was a regional pattern
to its growth and decline. Growth and decline fluctuated between the various regions and
chronological periods. In Chapters 5 and 6, the variations in growth pattems will be analyzed by
means of a descriptive-historical analysis that focuses on contextual and institutional factors and
their interplay. This chapter analyzes and blends anthropological theories of adaptation,
organizational theory, and Church Growth theory to produce a unified theoretical framework. The
framework allows Chapters 5 and 6 to demonstrate how institutional and contextual factors
combined to produce numerical growth or decline in early American Methodism.
Anthropological Theories ofAdaptation
Environmental changes force adaptation. Darwin's theories explain how animals adapt to
changing environments.' However, humans adapt by means of cultural innovation or
assimilation. Sometimes this is called "social Darwinism." Religious organizations participate in
the adaptation process of humans as they flinction within an integrated cultural system.^
' This author does not subscribe to the grand theory of evolution. He is rooted in the biblical
witness that God is the Creator. However, this author acknowledges that Darwin discovered
natural laws that explain how species adapt to their environment in order to survive and reproduce.
It is an intra-species adaptation, not an inter-species evolution.
^
According to Darwin (cf 1998[1859]), in a natural environment certain biological laws
determine which individual organisms will survive and which will die. The goal of an organism is
to reproduce so that it can pass on its traits. Only selected organisms survive to reproduce (natural
selection). It is assumed that those which reproduce are better adapted to the environment than
those that die before reproducing (survival of the fittest). In time, species adapt to unique
environments by means of this process. The rate of evolution within a species is determined by life
cycle, the number of offspring, the frequency of reproduction, and the lack of stability in the
physical environment. An unstable environment will speed up the rate of evolution within a given
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Primarily, humans' adapt to changing environments by means of cultural innovation, not
physical change. The following is a brief description of cultural evolution that is representative of
cultural ecology and cultural materialism.
In the human species the struggle for survival assumes the cultural form. The human
struggle for existence expresses itself in a never-ending attempt to make of culture a more
effective instrument with which to provide security of life and survival ofthe species
In the case ofman, the biological urge to live, the power to invent and to discover, the
ability to select and to use the better of two tools or ways of doing things-these are the
factors of cultural evolution. (White 1996:242-243)
"Cultural materialists have demonstrated incontrovertibly that socio-cultural systems adjust
themselves in patterned and predictable ways to ecological and demographic constraints" (Lett
1987:91).'' According to White, cuhure contains three domains: technological, sociological, and
ideological. People adapt to the physical environment by altering and adjusting the cultural
domains. This explains why people who live in different physical environments exhibit different
cultural pattems even when they share a common cultural ancestry. The American frontier is a
good case study in which the above theory can be demonstrated. Specifically, the culture ofthe
people who lived on the frontier of early America needed to be different from the culture ofthe
people who lived in eastem cities because culture is a primary means by which people adapt to
environment.^ Survival demanded it. Furthermore, the shared experience of frontier life was a
catalyst in blending many divergent cultures or people of different ethnic origins into a common
way of life.* Due to a blending of cultures and a shared life experience, by the mid- 1 800s, the West
took on the characteristics of an amalgamated culture that was very different from the cultures of
species if the species is able to adapt. Otherwise, environmental changes will destroy the species.
^
Humans adapt within the context of society. Cultural iimovation requires this. Some
functionalists and sociologists argue that society adapts and that people participate in the adaptation
process through their participation in society.
''
For a discussion of cultural ecology and cultural materialism, see McGee and Warms,
Anthropological Theorv (1 996:221 -309V Langness The Studv ofCulfrire (1993), and Lett, The
Human Enterprise (1987).
^ Cultural materialists go beyond cultural ecologists in theory. They believe that culture
simultaneously adapts to and changes environment. Environment is not the sole determinant of
culture or culture change.
^
By in large, the emigration pattem to the frontier was heterogeneous not homogeneous.
Most people migrated as individuals or in family units or small groups.
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the people who settled it. Furthermore, one can assume that the values that undergirded life on the
frontier were different from the values that undergirded life in the eastern cities to the extent that
the amalgamated culture ofthe people on the frontier was different from the cultures ofthe people
in the cities.
Rappaport and cultural materialism combine functionalism and ecology to show that
religion functions within a social system to relate humans to each other and their natural world.' If
this is true, it means that religion on an individual, social, and cultural level can function as an
adaptation mechanism within a cultural system. In other words, since a religious phenomenon is
part of an integrated cultural system, it participates in the "adaptation" process of that cultural
system. Furthermore, it can be inferred that those religious institutions that are best adapted to a
given environment and cultural matrix by means of their participation in the cultural adaptation
process will be the ones that most thrive in that context.
Both Sweet (1946) and Marty (1984) used an "evolutionary" theory to help explain why
certain denominations thrived on the frontier and others did not.
This Second Great Awakening churched the West. Here was a textbook example of free
enterprise in the marketplace of religion, a competition in which the fittest survived.
Whenever someone discovered new nooks and crannies on the spiritual landscape, they
quickly developed new movements or sects. The message of the aggressors to the
uncommitted was 'Be saved!' and to each other, 'Adapt or die!'" (Marty 1984:169)
IfMarty's statement is valid for the frontier, then it should have application for the city as
well. Wherever there is competition and change, there will be an evolutionary process to determine
which traits will prosper and which will diminish. Because religious institutions are complex, they
may adapt to a changing environment in many different ways and still remain viable options. A
religious institution's corporate culture and how it adapts to change will be primary factors in
'
Rappaport articulated a convincing functional theory of religion. In a study of ritual
process in New Guinea (1996[1967]), he showed that the manifest ftmction of religious ritual in
that specific culture was to dispel fear and anxiety. However, the latent function was to regulate
relationships of groups of people to each other, to their livestock, and to the flora and fauna. Other
studies have replicated the fimctional theory of religion in different physical and cultural contexts
(cf Harris 1996[1966]). It is a plausible theory that has wide-spread support in many
anthropological circles.
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determining its long-term survival and level of viability at any given time and in any given
location.*
One ofthe geniuses of early American Methodism was its ability to adapt to the various
cultural and physical environments that it encountered. It became indigenous and effectively
functioned in many different contexts. In adapting, Methodism imparted beneficial social
consequences. For example, it promoted social intercourse, and it was a force for "civilizing" the
areas in which it operated. Meinig's The Shaping of America: A Geographic Perspective on 500
Years ofHistory (1986), Hatch (1989 and 1994), and many others argue that it was a force for
"Americanization" and popular democracy.'
Organizational Theory
Organization theory methods are used to analyze existing organizations so that the
organizations can improve their systems and become more effective. Under the heading of
"organizational development," it is used as a diagnostic tool. Organizational theory is useful to this
research because it anatomizes organizations into models and systems, and it offers tools for their
analysis. Also, it shows the relationship between the organization and its environment.'"
^ Julian Steward was an early cultural ecologist and a representative of the discipline. He
believed that cultures could evolve in any number of distinct pattems, depending on their discrete
environmental circumstances, and still survive. Furthermore, he believed that two distinct cultures
that occupied analogous environments would not develop identical cultures. He called this theory
"multilinear evolution" (McGee 1996:221). This theory opposes the theory of geographical
determinism. Functionalism and adaptation are two key components of cultural ecology.
^
Adaptation and progress are essential for an evolutionary process to go forward.
Methodism followed this path and it can be described in those terms. However, an evolutionary
analysis of early American Methodism does not preclude other nonevolutionary models. For
example, paradigm shift terminology, organizational life-cycle theory, revitalization theory, and
revival models are also helpful and necessary. This author believes that revitalization theory
functions as a normal part of the adaptation and evolutionary process.
'" It is unusual to use organizational theory methodology in historical research that seeks to
demonstrate the correlation between intemal dynamics and extemal environment as they relate to
output analysis in religious organizations because it is an applied science. In fact, it is impossible
to follow the organizational theory procedures in the way that they were designed because they
require on-site analysis and feedback from participants. Historically based research has limitations
in this regard. In-depth diagnosis is restricted to what can be gleaned from the historical record.
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According to organizational theory, the MEC can be defined in terms of a rational system.
One such definition would be "a social structure created by individuals to support the collaborative
pursuit of specific goals" (Scott 1987:21). The rational system concept assumes that the
organization seeks to adjust its systems to make them more effective and efficient. A rational
system concept can be combined with the open system concept. An open system assumes that an
organizafion must interact with its environment. As such, a rational, open system presupposes that
organizations must change and adapt to their environments to be more effective and efficient.
Subsets of these include organizational effectiveness and strategic planning.
Figure 4.1 depicts an organization as an open system with feedback loops.
ENVIRONMENT
Figure 4.1
Organization as Open System
Source: Adapted from Organizations: Rational. Natural, and Open Svstems. (Scott 1987:24).
According to open systems theory, the inputs include all the raw materials that the
organization obtains from its environment that contribute to its output. Outputs are the products
that are the outcome of the organization's processes.
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In this case, the author is seeking to understand how the environment interacted with early
American Methodism to affect membership growth or decline. In this study, membership change is
the outward criterion by which organizational effectiveness is measured." The MEC produced
many products. However, this research is most concerned with how the church transformed people
(raw materials from the environment) into Methodists (products). As such, it focuses on
quantitative growth more than on qualitative growth. However, quantitative growth implied a
qualitative value. Before a person could be listed on the Methodist membership rolls, the person
had to demonstrate certain qualities that identified the person as a Methodist. Usually, the person
was "awakened" in that he or she came under a state of conviction, was very God conscious, and
was aware of his or her own spiritual needs. The person had to commit to a process of spiritual
growth that reflected Wesley's means of grace. Additionally, the person submitted to the church's
discipline, went through a period of trial, and was tested on a regular basis. Many people who were
received on probation were dropped before they completed the period of trial.'' The entrance
requirements for becoming a Methodist were easy;'" however, staying a Methodist required effort,
commitment, and diligence.'^ Because of this, the influence ofMethodism was much greater than
its membership indicated.'* hi other words, many more people were involved with the organization,
or influenced by it, than actually joined a society.
" "The goal ofmembership growth ... is quite pervasive among Protestant religious
denominations in the United States. Indeed, in many denominations . . . growth (or lack of growth)
is a dominant indicator of success (or failure)" (Hadaway 1 993 : 1 69).
In rough terms they are searching the Scriptures, prayer, communion, fasting, fellowship as
in attending class meetings, doing no harm, doing no evil, and doing all the good you could.
"
Barclay describes this process in a section on lay discipline (1950:348-351).
One desired to "flee from the wrath to come" and agreed to live by the Methodist
discipline.
'^ For example, the 1 78 1 Minutes state, "The Preachers [ought] to examine every person
admitted on trial for three months, first, whether they have been tumed out, and if so, let them not
be received without they evidence repentance, and can be generally recommended" (1813:29). In
the 1 783 Minutes, the preachers were told "to unite in society those who appear to have a real
desire of fleeing from the wrath to come, to meet such in class, and to exercise the whole methodist
[sic] discipline among them" (1813:68).
"But the statistics by no means constitute a complete estimate of the religious community to
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Process technology consists ofthe methods and procedures by which the organization
transforms inputs into outputs." In this study, it is the mechanism by which people from the
environment are processed by early American Methodism so they become Methodists. Examples
of technology are evangelistic preaching, class meetings, and camp meetings.
Purposes include a sense ofmission, vision, goals, and strategies. Early American
Methodism was a purpose-driven organization in that it was goal oriented and mission motivated.
The evangelistic priority and the desire for salvation dominated Methodism at this point.
A process-driven organization sets goals and uses its intemal resources to achieve those
goals in accordance with its mission. Vision is the force behind the setting of goals and the desire
to fulfill them. A functioning vision produces motivation or the energy necessary to get the job
done. Articulating a shared vision that sufficiently motivates the organization and its human
resources is a part of the process, a necessary quality of leadership, and a prerequisite to the action
phase of any goal oriented plan. The process of articulating a vision, setting goals in accordance
with the vision, and pursuing the vision is a defining characteristic of a process-driven organization
and the basis of strategic planning. In accordance with this, every process-driven organization must
ask a fiindamental question from which itwill determine its vision. In business parlance the
question is, "What business is our business and what should it be?" (Drucker 1974:61 1). In church
lingo the question is, "What has God called us to do, and how has God equipped us to do it?"
"What is our vision, and how will we fulfill the vision we have received from God?" is another way
of asking the same question.
Early American Methodism answered this question in terms of its evangelistic mandate and
the character ofthe Methodist that it sought to produce. The two are held together. To become
whom the Methodist itinerants ministered. The line of recorded membership was rigidly drawn,
only those being recorded as 'in society' who adhered strictly to the Methodist discipline [were
included]" (Barclay 1949:71).
" In anthropology, technology is used to refer to a body of knowledge that is available to a
civilization. In organizational theory, technology refers to the application of science (as in
methodological activity) in the service of industrial goals and production.
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evangelized was to become a Methodist. As such, the goal of the Methodist evangelistic process
was to make Methodists, not to add numbers to the membership rolls.
The 1774 Wesleyan Minutes evidenced this in the following quote. "1. To devote ourselves
entirely to God, taking up our cross daily, steadfastly aiming at one thing, to save ourselves, and
them that hear us" (1862:1 16). The second and third priorities related to preaching the "old
Methodist Doctrines" and no others, and observing and enforcing the whole Methodist Discipline.
The 1787 American Minutes reaffirmed this evangelistic priority.
We conjure all our Ministers and Preachers by the love ofGod, and the salvation of souls,
and do require them, by all the authority that is invested in us, to leave nothing undone for
the spiritual benefit and salvation of them, within their respective circuits, or districts; and
for this purpose to embrace every opportunity of inquiring into the state of their souls . . .
and to exercise the whole methodist [sic] discipline among them. (MEC 1813:67-68)
Evangelism and discipline go together. Wesley was very clear that the goal of the
individual believer is to pursue after and obtain full sanctification or perfect love in this life
(Wesleyan Minutes 1 862:80). Asbury drives at this point throughout his joumal. In this pursuit,
Methodists submitted to local discipline, did no harm, ceased from doing evil, did all the good they
could, and used every available means of grace. This fixation on personal and social holiness laid
the basis for redemption and lift and Methodist social influence.
Behavior and processes refer to how people relate to each other and to the organization.
They include: cooperation, conflict, coordination, communication, controlling behavior, rewarding
behavior, supervision, leadership, decision making, problem solving, planning, goal setting,
information gathering, self-criticism, evaluation, and relationships between higher and lower
ranking members.
Organizational culttare is shared norms, beliefs, values, symbols, and rituals relating to key
aspects of organizational life, ft includes the nature and identity of the organization, the way work
is done, the value and possibility of changing or innovating, and relationships between lower and
higher ranking members.
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Structure refers to major divisions and units; number of levels of hierarchy; the basis by
which units are grouped; spatial distributions of units, employees, and activities; human resource
policies to include recruitment, training, placement, pay, and other benefits (Harrison 1987:24-28).
The external environment is composed of several sectors and factors. Some may dominate
in terms of opportunities or threats. The environment includes the economy, demographics,
physical and social surroundings, technological factors, suppliers, competitors and govemment
sectors (Favilla 1985:60). It influences the flow of inputs to the organization, affects the reception
of outputs, and directly affects intemal operations. An organization's success depends on its ability
to adapt to its environments or to find a favorable environment in which to operate. Bennis called
this process "organizational positioning" (1985:156). He saw it as a function of leadership. In any
case, an organization evolves in relation to its environment. To survive and prosper, organizations
must be responsive to environmental stimuli (Hage 1980).
Organizations exist on many levels and any of the levels can be seen as a system and
analyzed in accordance with figure 4.1.'* Early American Methodism existed on three primary
levels. The macro level was represented by conferences, Wesley, the work of bishops, writing
minutes, planning for new areas of expansion, and appointment making. The meso level was
represented by the districts and circuits. It encompassed the work of the circuit riders to include
presiding elders, district conferences, establishing new preaching places, and camp meetings. The
micro level was represented by the local society and class. The make-up of the local unit varied
depending on its size and location. Usually, it consisted of lay leadership (class leaders, exhorters,
local preachers, and stewards), a preaching location, and local organization. The different levels of
Jerald Hage in Theories ofOrganizations: Form. Process & Transformation (1980),
describes the analytical levels ofmacro, meso, and micro. From a phenomenological perspective,
organizations exist and ftmction on different levels. It is convenient and helpftil to study
organizations in this way. However, organizations are aggregate wholes. As such, any study of
organizational levels must relate the various parts to the undifferentiated whole.
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early American Methodism had different functions, but they all worked together to accomplish the
church's purposes.
A subset of rational thinking and open systems is the field of organizational effectiveness.
The definition of organizational effectiveness depends on the criteria by which effectiveness is
defined." For the purpose of this research, organizational effectiveness is defined in terms of
output. An effective organization maximizes output potential in its given environment. It is
defined as the extent to which an organization, by use of certain resources, fulfills its objectives
without deplefing its resources and placing undue strain upon its members and/or society (Favilla
1985:2).
This field assumes four relationships. One, there is a correlafion between the level of goals
and objectives, and the effectiveness of the organizafion. Two, there is a correlation between a
strategy that fits the intemal and extemal environments and its level of effectiveness. Three, there
is a relationship between an organization's flexibility in its choosing among altemafives and its
effectiveness. Four, there is a significant relationship between an organization that systematically
evaluates the results of its choices and its level of implementation (Favilla 1985:20-21).
Strategic management is a part of organizational effectiveness and is related to strategic
planning. Steiner differentiated between strategic and operational management. "That which is
done at the top of an organizational stmcture is strategic management. Everything else is
operational. . . . Strategic management provides guidance, direction, and boundaries for
operational management" (1979:4) and is required for an organization to be process driven. Bower
wrote that there are fourteen basic processes that make up the components from which a strategic
and operational management system for any organization can be fashioned. They are: setting
For example, many mainline churches would argue that a church's effectiveness should be
measured in terms of its social witness and ministries. Other churches argue that membership
growth is the ultimate sign of effectiveness when that growth is connected to fiilfilling the Great
Commission. The church's perceived mission and its priorifies will determine how it determines
and measures its effectiveness.
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objectives, planning strategy, establishing goals, developing a philosophy, establishing policies,
planning the organizational structure, providing personnel, establishing procedures, providing
facilities, providing capital, setting standards, establishing management programs and operational
plans, providing control information, and activating people (1986:16-17).
1 . The organiz- 2. It analyzes
ation determines internal and
mission, goals extemal envi-
and objectives � ronments -4-
3. It chooses 4. It implements 5. It evaluates
from alterna- the choices to
tive courses achieve stra-
, of action ^ , tegic fit
choice and
implemen
tation activity
Source: Favilla (1985:58)
Figure 4.2
Sfrategic Management Model
As illusfrated in figure 4.2, sfrategic management analyzes the process or activities within
an organization so that an effective approach to achieving the organization's objectives may be
devised. It sees mission and goal statements as the most basic element within an organization. The
mission and goal statements are analyzed in relationship to the intemal and external environments.
This leads to action programming.
Church Growth Theorv
In the mid-1970s, a group of academic and church researchers came together under the
auspices of the Hartford Seminary Foundation. Their task was to discover and delineate the causes
for church growth and decline. The unprecedented membership reversal in the mainline
denominations following the cultural upheaval of the 1960s was the reason for their meeting. Most
of the task force came from academia and from mainline churches. Their work was biased to the
extent that it focused on and reflected the theological assumptions ofmainline denominations
(Kelley 1979:334-335). The task force published its findings in Understanding Church Growth and
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Decline: 1950-1978 (Hoge and Roozen 1979). Later, Roozen and Hadaway built on the group's
original findings in two other publications. Church and Denominational Growth (1993) and
Rerouting the Protestant Mainstream (1995). The latter book goes beyond the earlier ones in that it
is "applied sociology" (1995:16). "A second purpose [of this book] is to move beyond analytical
description to institutional prescription. It is one thing to know why we have been declining; it is
quite another thing to know what to do about it" (1995: 12).
The original task force realized that causation for denominational growth and decline is
very complicated. It defies facile or single-issue explanations. The contributors to the original
book developed a useful framework for organizing and interpreting the wide variety of factors that
contribute to church growth or decline. Their model crosscuts two distinctions. The first
distinction is between contextual factors and institutional factors. The second distinction is
between national and local factors (Roozen and Carroll 1979:39).
By definition, contextual factors are extemal to the church. Context refers to an extemal
environment. Context and environment are used interchangeably.^" In other places, contextual
factors are referred to as demographic and socio-cultural factors. "Contextual factors are those
forces extemal to the denomination or congregation that shape its future-such as demographic
changes in neighborhoods and falling or rising birth rates among different populations" (Inskeep
1993:135). "They are the community, the society, and the culture in which a church exists. A
church has little control over them" (Hadaway and Roozen 1995:14).
Institutional factors are forces intemal to the church. "They include pattems of
organization and stmcture, the strictness of a group's religious beliefs, church programs, and other
characteristics and orientations" (Inskeep 1993:135). Churches have control over institutional
factors and may adjust them to the contextual situation. Not surprisingly, Hadaway and Roozen
referenced contextual factors but emphasized institutional factors in their applied sociology.
For example, "Looking at the context in which churches and denominations live, and at
their growth or decline in this environment" (Hadaway and Roozen 1995:14).
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In Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1 Q78 four types of contextual and
institutional factors were listed in a descending order. First, national contextual factors are forces
operating at the national level extemal to the church. Second, national institutional factors are
intemal to the church, but the control of these factors is located on the national level. Third, local
contextual factors are characteristics of the local community of a particular congregation. By
defmition, the local church has little control over them. Fourth, local institutional factors are
intemal to the local church. They are those characteristics of the local church over which the local
church has some control. They attract or dissuade membership and participation. Contextual
factors account for 50 to 70 percent of growth or decline. Institutional factors account for 30 to 50
percent (Inskeep 1993: 140). However, Kelley (1979) and Wagner (1979) both insist that
institutional factors are more determinative than contextual factors.
Professional Social Scientists
At this point it is important to note that a bifurcation exists between those who emphasize
contextual factors and those who emphasize institutional factors. In Church and Denominational
Growth (1993), Inskeep divided church growth theory between these two camps. One group is
composed of "professional social scientists" working within academic communities who develop
models that describe or explain membership losses in mainline denominations. They focus almost
exclusively on contextual factors.^' Because there was a national and interdenominational pattem
to the decline ofmainline churches in the 1960s and 1970s, they assumed that the decline was
caused by negative contextual factors.^^ Additionally, they desperately wanted to avoid the
implications ofKelley's thesis. He postulated that the institutional qualities of conservative or
sect-like churches allowed them to grow when the mainline churches declined (cf Chapter 8).
^' 'At the same time, though with less emphasis and a certain reluctance on the part of some,
the social scientists also considered 'institutional factors'" (Inskeep 1993:135).
"Research of the late 1970s was quite specific in locating the major source of the religious
reversal of the 1960s. It was a unique set of social and cultural changes carried along by the baby
boom generation's movement into young adulthood" (Roozen 1993:31).
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Hoge, Roozen, and Hadaway acknowledged that contextual factors affect liberal and
conservative churches equally, but they insisted that liberal churches do not have to become
conservative to grow. The implication that being liberal causes decline is a main reason why many
liberal churches do not study or care about church growth. Roozen argued that mainline churches
decline because they do not emphasize evangelism and commitment.^' Secondly, they are
appealing to a shrinking portion of the marketplace in that today's liberals are less likely to show
commitment to a church or any single social institution in the same way that conservatives do. The
first is an institutional factor, the other is contextual. He acknowledged that denominations grow as
individuals join congregations. As such, the local church is the locus in which denominational
growth and decline occurs.^" However, national contextual factors influence that growth. Hoge
referenced McGavran's theories related to receptivity as a proof that national contextual factors are
instrumental in determining the growth and decline of local churches (1979:95-96).^^
Of course, McGavran developed his receptivity principles in conjunction with institutional
factors. A church needs to work ripe fields and hold nonreceptive fields lightly. Eventually, most
fields will become ripe unto harvest. The presence of faithful workers in nonproductive fields is
necessary because they are a witness to God and may be instrumental in increasing receptivity.
Also, they are barometers who can signal when the receptivity levels are raising so the church can
^ "The shift in theological priorities toward social justice concems pulled resources away
from recmitment/evangelism and new church development" (Roozen 1993:25).
In a section entitled "Institutional Factors Are Important," Hadaway made a case for
evangelism. He claimed that it is an independent variable. "Mulfiple regression analysis reveals
that the impact of evangelism and outreach remains, even when controlling for the influence of
context, age, and location of a church. In fact, evangelism appears to be the onlyprogrammatic
activity that retains a meaningful relationship with church growth when statistical controls are in
effect. Other institutional correlates are important, to be sure, but most are things that are hard for a
congregation to control. . . . Evangelism may be the most important one thing church leaders can
do if they want their church to grow" ( 1 993 : 1 85 and 1 87).
Based on this, he made three conclusions: (1) nafional contextual factors favoring or
disfavoring religious commitment change quickly, often rising or falling within a few years; (2)
religious changes are usually part of broader changes in values, attitudes, and senfiments; (3)
religious changes in modem America are disproportionately great among young adults,
disproportionately small among older adults (Hoge 1979:100, 120-121).
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send more labors to the ripening field. Knowing how to read receptivity levels and working
receptive populations are institutional factors related to a contextual condition (McGavran
1990:179-192).
Conservative Protestant Church Professionals
The other group is composed of "conservative Protestant church professionals" who
develop practical techniques for "saving as many souls as possible" (Inskeep 1993: 135). "The
research paradigm within which the church growth movement operates is frankly task-oriented
Most church growth researchers, theoreficians, and practitioners hold graduate degrees in theology"
(Wagner 1979:270). The task to which Wagner referred is "to make disciples of all nations." This
entails church growth. It is for this reason that this group is most concemed with the local church
and with institutional factors. It is within the arena of the local church that people become
disciples. Institutional factors allow the church to be more effective within a given context. If
contextual factors are givens for which the local church has little control, then it makes sense that a
task-driven church growth paradigm would focus its energies on institutional factors. The
following quotes illustrate this.
In the final analysis, denominations grow or decline as local parishes grow or decline.
Church growth research therefore must ultimately focus on the local church. There is some
debate among researchers as to the relative importance of institutional and contextual
factors on the local level. I would rank institutional factors higher, . . . than local
contextual factors as an influence in congregational growth or decline. Some growth
problems are certainly beyond the control of the congregation and can be ascribed to
contextual factors. But many, probably the majority, ofgrowth problems can be corrected
by appropriate decisions and action on thepart of the congregation. (Wagner 1979:276)
According to McGavran,
In a few cases, nongrowth or slight growth is irremediable. It can be truly ascribed to the
hard, rebellious hearts of those to whom the gospel is proclaimed. Negative contextual
factors are insurmountable. Resistance is too high, hostility too great, for unbelievers to
obey or even "hear" the gospel In most cases the situation is remediable. Arrested
growth can be ascribed to faulty procedures. Institutionalfactors can be adjusted
positively [to compensate for negative contextualfactors']. (1990:36)
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Research aimed to help evangelism become more effective, churches multiply, and
missions become more obedient to the Great Commission should concentrate on growing
churches. . . . Consequently, research should be concentrated on growing churches and
growing denominations to find out why they are growing It is better to commend with
joy causes for accomplished growth than to point with dismay toward causes of nongrowth.
(McGavran 1990: 86-87)
Summary
The research presented in this study is a modified church growth study in accordance with
the qualifiers in the following quote.
Much of the data used in church growth research is gathered from case studies. . . . Case
studies are made on selected churches that have shown some unusual characteristic in their
growth pattem. . . . Because research models do exist, the church is checked against
reference points representing principles that have been developed as hypotheses.
Correspondence to or divergence from these principles is identified, described, and added
to the body of knowledge. (Wagner 1979:271)
This study examines a period of unprecedented numerical growth and is task-driven in that
it articulates a church growth model based on this study that has generalizable application. The
model makes allowances for contextual factors but focuses on institutional factors.
This study diverges from the church growth research paradigm in some noteworthy ways.
First, it studies denominational growth instead of local churches. Second, it is most interested in
the national and regional character of growth and decline. Third, it concentrates on regional
periods of decline because they are a reference point for winnowing and discerning institutional
growth factors. Fourth, it focuses on the confluence of contextual and institutional factors during
periods of growth and decline (cf hypothesis three). Changing contextual conditions are the arena
in which generalizable institutional factors are tested. Periods of decline point to changing
contextual conditions or to maladaptive institutional factors or to a combination of both. In these
ways, this research follows the research procedures of the social scientists.
Uhimately, this study combines the research models of professional social scientists and
conservative Protestant church professionals. For example, Wagner (1979:275), McGavran
(1990:19), Kelley (1979:336), Hoge (1979:95), Roozen (1993:34), and Hadaway (1993:185, 1995)
all referenced and used the contextual-institutional, national-local taxonomy. It is a generally
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(1990:19), Kelley (1979:336), Hoge (1979:95), Roozen (1993:34), and Hadaway (1993:185, 1995)
all referenced and used the contextual-institutional, national-local taxonomy. It is a generally
accepted research model that is central to this research. The distinction is determined by how one
weighs the various elements of the model and interprets the data associated with the research.
This dissertation has altered and adapted the research model to fit a regionally based study.
Instead of comparing national factors to local factors, this research compares national factors to
regional factors. This is appropriate because early American Methodism had a regional character
that displayed definable regional growth patterns (cf Chapter 3). For the purposes of this study, a
region is a geographic area that displays similar contextual factors and church growth pattems. For
the basis of regional comparisons, it is assumed that Methodist circuits within a defined region
relate to a similar mix of contextual and institutional factors.^* As such, they can be studied as a
conglomerate whole.
Two case studies were written on growth factors for two specific areas of early American
Methodism that support this assumption. One was the Delmarva peninsula and the other was the
Kentucky-Tennessee frontier. Each case study was specific to a geographic area that shared a
common set of contextual factors. As might be expected, the authors emphasized different
institutional growth factors and attributed those factors to the growth ofMethodism in each area.^'
Unlike other denominations, early American Methodism was not congregationally based.
Ministers were appointed to geographical areas that were composed of preaching stations, societies,
and chapels. Some circuits covered hundreds of miles. Those in developed areas were well
defined and much smaller. The circuit rider was not a pastor in the traditional sense. Rather, he
was a traveling evangelist and representative of the connectional system. He sought to establish
and expand Methodism throughout his circuit.
It must be admitted that within any region there were many population groups. Groups can
be defmed by national origin, class, occupation, or any number of qualifiers. Early American
Methodism appealed to some groups more than it appealed to others. For example, Methodism did
not try to propagate itself in non-English speaking populations. All qualifiers are lumped together
as contextual factors. When analyzing Methodist growth and decline, it is important to know in
which populations Methodism was growing and declining within each region. The available data
may make that task impossible. However, the church growth data do distinguish between Black
and white members.
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Toward a Unified Theoretical Framework
This chapter describes anthropological theory related to adaptation, organizational theory
related to rational-open systems, and church growth theory related to contextual and institutional
factors. It shows that cuhures, organizations, and churches relate to and are influenced by external
factors. The concept of adapting to and working effectively within a given context or environment
is central to these theories. In anthropological theory, environment primarily refers to the physical
context. Cultures adapt to it. Churches participate in the process of cultural adaptation. Early
American Methodism adapted to its contexts. This is evidenced by its system and level of
indigeneity. Churches that depended on a settled pastorate and required a high level of population
density were not able to survive in areas of rugged terrain and sparse population. In organizational
theory, environment is physical and sociological. An organization that manufactures products is
dependent on the extemal environment for raw materials. Socio-cultural factors determine the
viability ofthe products in the open market. Organizational theory can be used to describe how the
"organization" of early American Methodism functioned internally and how it interacted with its
environment as h received inputs and produced Methodists. Early American Methodism poshioned
itself in its environment so that h was effective in achieving hs goals. In church growth theory,
environment refers to the socio-cultural context to include demographics. The physical
environment affects the church in the same way that it affects the socio-cultural and demographic
milieu. Churches and denominations grow to the extent that the institutional factors mesh with the
contextual factors. When a church has a missionary character and an effective organization, the
rate of growth is determined by contextual constraints (cf hypothesis five). Decline is caused by a
combinafion of negative contextual and institutional factors. In some situafions, the force of
negative contextual factors is so great that positive institutional factors can not forestall decline.
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No single theory adequately conveys the interaction between context and institution or
environment and organization. However, when the above theories are combined, they offer an
interdisciplinary framework for interpreting church growth and decline.
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CHAPTER 5
Regional Analysis ofthe Planting and Growth of Early American Methodism
(1767 through 1784)
Chapters 5 and 6 examine regional membership patterns in early American Methodism in
order to illustrate causes for numerical growth and decline. They follow the design ofthe
preceding chapters in that they divide early American Methodism into chronological periods and
regions. Chapter 3 illustrated the regional pattems of numerical growth and decline. It also
showed that the various states within each region followed similar membership pattems.
In early American Methodism, regional growth and decline occurred as individuals joined
or withdrew from local societies. The existence of a regional pattem suggests that the local
societies in the various regions of early American Methodism interacted with a similar set of
contextual and institutional factors (cf Chapter 4). Since no two societies in early American
Methodism shared identical institutional and contextual factors, the study of regional pattems
generalizes the collective data from the local societies. It is for this reason that the analysis in this
chapter is more qualitative than quantitative.
This chapter does not attempt to consider every institutional and contextual factor that
influenced growth or decline, but focuses on the most significant factors. In doing so, it utilizes a
descriptive-historical approach to show the causal relationship between growth factors and
numerical change. These relationships are used to explain regional membership pattems.
A BriefDescription of the Circuit and the Methods of Its Expansion
The organization and stmcture of early American Methodism evolved over time. Due to
Methodism's changing and adapting tendencies, it is difficult to talk about its design in exact
terms. However, three units ofmeasurement remained consistent. They were: the number of
circuits, preachers, and members. Figure 5.1 demonstrates the close correlation between the three
from 1 770 to 1 820 (see p. 167). The rafio between the three is 1 to 2 to 500. Of the three, the
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circuit was designated the basic unit of organization. National and conference statistics were
calculated from circuit membership reports and traveling preachers were appointed to it. Also,
each circuit is listed by name in the Minutes. As such, a general word of explanation is needed.
The Circuit
Three levels ofministry organization existed in a circuit: classes, societies, and bands.'
The class was the most basic unit of organization in the circuit and the doorway to society
membership. As soon as a person was "awakened" or desired to become a Methodist, he or she
was enrolled in a class. Class meetings were intimate events. Participation in a class required
self-examination and accountability. A lay person was appointed by the circuit rider to be the
class leader.
Singing, prayer, Bible reading, and exhortation usually happened at a class meeting, but
they were not the purposes of the class meeting. Rather, classes existed to promote discipline and
growth in grace. ^ For example, to join a class, one was supposed to evidence a desire to "flee from
the wrath to come" and be willing to abide by Methodist discipline. Discipline existed to facilitate
For a historical account of the origin and fimction of societies, classes, and bands, see
Wesley's "A Plain Account ofthe People Called Methodists" (Wesley 1991:Vni:248-268). He
gives the explicit rules for each following his "Plain Account" (Wesley 1991:VlII:269-274). Lee
cites them as being applicable to American Methodism (cf 1 810:29-36). Obviously, there were
other levels of organization related to leadership and temporal functions in early American
Methodism. Class and band leaders were basic to the spiritual nurture ofMethodists. Trustees
and stewards were basic to the temporal needs of the society. Stewards controlled the money and
paid the bills to include the preacher's salary. They also prepared communion. Trustees
maintained chapels and church property. Exhorters, lay preachers, and located circuit riders
provided leadership to the societies and gave pastoral care to the people in the absence ofthe
circuit riders.
^ One of the early functions ofthe class was to ferret out from the society those who were
not living in accordance with Methodist discipline. The admittance of "undisciplined" people to
the early society meetings hindered the spiritual growth of those who were striving for more grace.
(See Wesley 1991 :VIII:249 and Cowan 1991 :98- 100.) After purging a society, Asbury said,
"Disorderly members [are] always a weight and a curse to any religious community. ... No doubt
but this frequently checks the spiritual progress of the righteous; especially if ungodly members
are known and not dealt with according to the Gospel" (1958a:283).
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^ Guy Smeltzer produced a similar graph for 1784 through 1797 (1982:85). His ratio was 1
to 2 to 400. The ratio 1 to 2 to 500 more accurately demonstrates the correlation.
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growth in grace and it was a means through which one received grace to escape from the wrath to
come. The positive relationship between growth in grace and discipline is crucial. Experience
proved to Wesley that growth in grace happened as a person kept the discipline. Growth in grace
is the key to understanding Wesley's order of salvation. A person moves forward in the salvation
continuum as the person grows in grace. The Methodist discipline existed for that purpose." That
is why Wesley encouraged his preachers not to awaken people through preaching if they did not
have the means or time to form the people into classes and societies where they would grow in
grace. Discipline and Methodism became synonymous.^
Only those who were members of a society were counted as Methodists. Everyone in a
society was supposed to belong to a class, but not every member of a class was a member of a
society since class members had to pass a period of trial before they were admitted into the
society.* A person could visit a society meeting several times and attend public preaching but
could not become a full-member of the society until he or she passed the period of trial in a class.
The length of trial varied. Six months to a year were typical periods of trial. A class ticket was
issued to those who were in good standing.' It allowed class members to participate in restricted
Some early American preachers were great evangelists but poor disciplinarians. They
received the ire ofAsbury. However, the mechanical use of rules without the vision for spiritual
growth caused others to fall into cold legalism and spiritual pride. The rules were a means and not
the end. Cowan captured the tension in Methodist discipline as it related to rules and spiritual
growth. "The inward life provided the motivation; one's behavior was its expression; and the rules
provided formal structure to the group (i.e., level ofministry organization) who shared those
common elements. While the stmcture thus created could provide a matrix within which the
divine-human encounter could occur more easily, [Wesley] did not believe that spiritual life could
be generated by subscribing to rules. Maintaining an awareness of that sequence and keeping
attention focused on the life rather than the institutional structure was a long and difficult, and
ultimately a losing, battle" (Cowan 1991:101).
^ For more information on this, see James D. Lynn's "The Concept of the Ministry in the
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1784-1844" (1973:28-79).
^ For a detailed explanation of the organization and function of American classes, see John
Atkinson's The Class Leader. His Work and How to Do it: With Illustrafions of Principles, Needs,
Methods, and Results (1875').
' "Individual membership tickets (sometimes called 'love-feast tickets') were issued to
certify members in good standing. These credentials were necessary for admission to the meetings
and services restricted to members-in-society. The ticket bore the name of the member, the date of
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society fimctions. If a person did not maintain the discipline, he or she could be barred from the
love feasts and lose other benefits of society membership. "Testing" the society and "purging" the
membership were common practices in early American Methodism.
The 1798 Discipline explained the process as it had evolved at that fime.
On application for admission into the society, [candidates] must be duly recommended to
the preacher who has the oversight of the circuit, by one in whom he can place sufficient
confidence, or must have met three or four times in a class, and must be truly awakened to
a sense of their fallen condition. Then the preacher who has the oversight ofthe circuit,
gives them notes of admission, and they remain on trial for six months. When the six
months are expired, they receive tickets, if recommended by their leader, and become full
members of the society. (MEC 1798:67)
Originally, classes were distinguished from bands and societies by size and function.
Classes were composed of upward to 12 people. As a rule they contained both sexes. Bands were
composed ofmature Chrisfians of the same sex who were moving on to perfection. Usually, they
contained four or five people. They focused on strict accountability and the watching over of each
other's souls. There were fewer bands than classes.
As one reads Asbury's joumal, it is clear that a crisp distinction between classes and bands
gradually disappeared in early American Methodism. For example, the word "bands" sometimes
described slightly smaller classes or a group having only one sex in attendance. But even this
distinction was not absolute, as Asbury often referred to "classes" as single-sex meetings
(Nickerson 1988:108). The ministry ftmction of bands was not as well received or as long-lasting
in American Methodism as it was in British Methodism. This accounts for the confusion in the
use of their terms.
Figure 5.2 illustrates the numerical relationship between classes, bands, and the society.
As noted before, since one had to belong to a class in order to be enumerated in the society, there
were more people in the classes than the society. A society contained one or more classes and
could contain bands.* Some societies contained hundreds ofmembers. In large circuits, there
issuance, and the personal endorsement of the preacher in charge. The tickets were renewed
quarterly" (Moss 1964:117).
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could be many societies. As was noted by Barclay (1949:71 ), many people attended Methodist
functions and considered themselves to be Methodists even though they did not become members.
They are not shown in Figure 5.2.'
As American Methodism developed, districts evolved. They included the designation of
presiding elders and quarterly conferences. The office of presiding elder developed following the
Christmas Conference. The newly ordained elders were required to provide the sacraments to a
group of circuits. Since an elder was of a higher ecclesiasfical order than the preachers or deacons
in the area in which he served, he began to take on the leadership role of supervising the circuits
over which he presided. The ministry designation was formalized in 1789. The general
conference designation evolved from the need to bring all the preachers together in one place. The
Christmas Conference of 1 784 is an early example and is considered the first general conference.
The term "conference" grew out ofWesley's practice ofmeeting with chosen preachers for the
purpose of discussions. In America, it designated the coming together of the preachers under the
* In early American Methodism the terms are not used with precision. In fact, they are a
moving target. It appears that some early American Methodist preachers attempted to segregate
men and women into discrete classes. Others did not bother with all the levels of organization. In
time, bands fell into disuse. As American Methodism developed, the society took on the form and
function of a congregation.
^ For a good summary of the organization of colonial Methodism, see "The Structure of
Colonial Methodism" (Moss 1964:115-120).
Figure 5.2
Numerical Relationship between Classes, Bands, and the Society
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leadership of a general assistant or bishop for the purpose of encouragement, preaching,
conducting business, and setting appointments for the circuit riders.
The Method of Expansion. In early American Methodism, local churches did not exist in
the same way that they existed in other denominations. First, there was no "official" Methodist
church until the end of 1784. Second, the circuit was not a church or a congregation. It was a
geographic area to which a circuit rider was appointed. It consisted ofmany preaching points and
might contain any number of societies, classes, bands, and chapels. There was no exact pattem for
the forming of new circuits.'" A circuit grew in one of three primary ways.
First, a circuit rider could enlarge an existing circuit when it bordered an area into which
Methodism had not penetrated. He did this by making preaching forays into the new area. In these
joumeys, he would visit in the homes of the people, stay at tavems, and make acquaintances in any
way possible. In the sparsely populated regions, the circuit rider would visit every cabin he came
upon. Whenever possible, he would preach to a group of people. At times, the people would be
the friends and neighbors of a family in whose home he stayed. At other times, he would
announce a preaching time at a given location like a court house, school, or bam and let the people
come to him. Occasionally, he would preach to a publicly assembled crowd of people. Sermons
accompanying public executions are an example. Sometimes he would be invited to preach in a
local church building. Preaching served to awaken people or to pique their curiosity, depending on
the circumstances. Frequently, preaching would ftmction as an apologetic for Methodism and an
attempt to get a further hearing. This was the rule in areas where there was prejudice against
Methodism or in places where there was an established religious tradition. In time,
Wesleyan-Arminian sermons became very powerfiil tools in the battle to sway public opinion in
'� For a detailed analysis of this process, see John Caldwell's "The Methodist Organization
of the United States, 1784-1844: An Historical Geography ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church
from Its Formation to Its Division" (1983) and Michael Nickerson's "Sermons, Systems, and
Strategies: The Geographic Expansion into New York State, 1788-1810" (1989).
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favor ofMethodism." After preaching, the circuit rider would try to form a group of people into a
class or society. When he organized the people, he would add them to his circuit and seek to
expand from the newly formed outpost. This is the primary way that Methodism expanded
geographically.
A second method involved a missionary approach, ft occurred when a preacher was
appointed to an area in which there was no Methodist presence. In fact, the Minutes refer to
circuit riders as missionaries when they are the first preachers to be appointed to a new area that is
not adjacent to an established work. In the 1770s, the whole country was open to the Methodists.
Wherever they traveled they were apostles of the faith. As Methodism became more prevalent in
the mid-Atlantic and South, some Methodists were appointed to the frontier and others to
populated areas where there was no Methodist work. Examples of the former are Kentucky,
Georgia,'^ Nova Scotia," and the Natchez area ofMississippi. An example of the latter is
Massachusetts. Obviously, a person could not win the whole region by himself The first person
appointed would feel out the area and attempt to fmd a place of receptivity. The new area of
receptivity would be a beachhead from which Methodism would expand its borders in accordance
with the process described in the first method. For example, in 1790, Jesse Lee was appointed to
Boston. However, he abandoned Boston and focused on Lynn because the people there were more
receptive. As the work grew, other circuit riders would be appointed to the area. In the case of
Kentucky, usually the circuit rider would happen upon or be invited into a new area by
transplanted Methodists. At other fimes, emigrant class leaders or lay preachers preceded the
' ' For more information on this, see David Cowen's "The Arminian Ahemative: The Rise of
the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1765-1 850." This is an outstanding source document.
At a Virginia conference in 1786, "A proposal was made for preachers to go to Georgia,
and if any one felt freedom to offer themselves as missionaries for that service" (Lee 1810:223).
In 1785, two Methodists were sent as missionaries to Nova Scofia. "At the close ofthe
revolutionary war, some of the Methodists had gone to Nova Scotia and settled in the British
province, and were longing and praying for labourers to be sent into that part ofthe Lord's
vineyard" (Lee 1810:111).
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circuit rider to the area and formed a nucleus of people into a class or society before the circuit
rider arrived.'"' In 1781, Asbury commented that local preachers were crossing the Allegheny
mountains with the gospel prior to the circuit riders. In Asbury's words, "They prepare the way"
(1958a:407). The method of evangelizing New England was different from the method used on
the American frontier because New England was already occupied by other churches and because
it had a dense population.
In frontier regions, a circuit could cover 200 miles. Usually, in remote areas, the circuit
rider only visited the society or class'^ once a month. Such a circuit would be called a "four-week
circuit." As the number and density ofMethodists increased within the geographic bounds ofthe
circuit, a junior circuit rider could be added. The circuit was still a four-week circuit because it
took four weeks for the circuit riders to make one complete tour. However, after the junior
apprentice had some training, the circuit riders split up so that one ofthe circuit riders visited
every two weeks. Eventually, the junior circuit rider would be given his own circuit.
A third method evolved as a consequence of growth. In time, the circuit membership
became large enough to be divided. For example, in 1 787, the Georgia circuit was divided to form
the Burk and Augusta circuits. In the next year, the Augusta circuit divided again. "The circuit
that was formerly called Augusta was divided, and the lower part was now called Richmond, and
the upper part Washington" (Lee 1810:135). In summary, Lee said, "Some of these circuits had
been taken off from old circuits, which had been enlarged till there was room for more preachers.
The following is a wonderful example of this. "The Broad River circuit which we took in
this year [1785], was partly formed by James Foster, a local preacher. ... He moved to South
Carolina, and there he preached and laboured among the people for a considerable time, before any
travelling preachers went into that part of the country. Several Methodist families had removed
from Virginia into those parts, and they united and held their class meetings regularly. . . Then
they petitioned our conference to send them some travelling preachers; which at last we did, and
by taking in the places where the local preacher used to preach, and adding a few more new places,
there was a good circuit formed at once" (Lee 1810:121).
On the frontier, the distinction between society and class often blurred because of the low
population density.
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and then dividing them we made two circuits out of one" (1810:135). This allowed one circuit
rider to work a part of the original circuit more intentionally. A four-week circuit could become a
two-week circuit, and a two-week circuit could be tumed into a weekly circuit. Eventually, a
chapel would be built. In time, the society could expect regular services that resembled a stationed
pastorate.
In early American Methodism, the circuit riders always attempted to "grow" their circuits.
Sometimes they did this by expanding the borders. At other times they did it by dividing existing
circuits. In both cases the end was the same, that is, increasing the Methodist presence in an area
through the multiplication of new societies, classes, and preaching points.
Interestingly, during the early years of organized American Methodism, geographic
expansion and division of circuits equally added to numerical growth. An example can be seen
from the data in Chapter 3. In 1784, South Carolina Methodism was inchoate and nascent. In the
following years, it exploded with growth as Methodism covered the state with a loose web of
circuits. Before this time, Virginia had already been blanketed by circuits. From 1786 to 1792,
both states showed the same growth in terms of raw numbers. However, Virginia achieved its
growth by dividing existing circuits and working its area more carefully.
The following pattem emerges. Methodism sought to get a foothold in an area. Then it
expanded from that foothold in an effort to blanket the area with a light covering of circuits. Then
it sought to increase its presence in the area by concentrating on local growth, which necessitated
dividing growing circuits and increasing the number of circuit riders in that area. Within the area,
it worked the places that were most receptive first.
Even though there is a discemible progression in the process from the perspective of one
area, it is important to remember that all phases of the process occurred simultaneously from the
perspective of the larger church. Early American Methodism sent circuit riders (missionaries) to
new areas, worked its borders, and divided circuits continuously.
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Colonial Demographics to 1775
Many national contextual factors influenced early American Methodism. One of those
was demographics. The following summary highlights the demographic situation in colonial
America on the verge of the Revolutionary War.'*
Ln 1715, the colonial population was 434,600. In the next 39 years the population tripled
to 1,485,634. In 1774, on the verge of the Revolution, the population was reported as 2,600,000
(Morris 1953:442).
Table 5.1 shows the rate of population increase in the colonies.
Table 5.1
U.S. Population Growth from 1690 to 1760
1690 213,500
1700 275,000
1710 357,500
1720 474,388
1730 654,950
1740 889,000
1750 1,207,000
1760 1,610,000
Source: Historical Statistics of the United States 1789-1945. (Bureau ofthe Census 1949: Series
B-12).
In 1760, the following mid-Atlantic and Southem cities had at least 3,000 residents:
Charleston, Philadelphia, New York. By 1 770, the following cities had a population of at least
3,000. In the South they were: Savannah, Charleston, Norfolk, and Baltimore. In the mid-Atlantic
The demographic information was taken from several sources. At times, specific
references were not mentioned because the material was amalgamated from several sources. The
primary one is Cappon's The Atlas ofEarlv American Historv (1976:22-25, 97-99). It contains
detailed maps that show ethnic populations and their migration pattems. However, Bemard
Bailyn's The Peopling ofBritish North America (1985) is equally valuable. He analyzed every
colony and region ofBritish North America. He described the immigration pattems, the industry,
the economy, the religion, the homes, the architecture, the Native Americans, and the political
situation up to 1776. Other books that were consulted are: Richard Morris' Encvclopedia of
American Historv (1953), Edward Eggleston's The Transit ofCivilization from England to
America in the Seventeenth Centtiry (1959^ Franklin Scott's The Peopling ofAmerica (1963), and
Gary Nash's Red, White and Black: the Peoples ofEarlv America (1974).
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region they were: Philadelphia, New York, and Albany (Cappon 1976:22-23). By 1775, counties
that had populations of 15,000 to 55,000 were located in southeastern New York, the central and
southeastem areas of Pennsylvania, the adjoining sections ofwestern Maryland, north-central
Virginia, west-central North Carolina, and western South Carolina. Most western counties
reported large populations because they were larger in area than eastem counties, not because they
had a high population density. As the population density increased, large counties were divided
into smaller ones. Interestingly, a population density map (cf. Cappon 1976:23) shows that there
was a heavy concentration of people on the westem frontier up to the eastern mountain ranges in
1770. The frontier population was dense in south-central Pennsylvania. This is where the
Scotch-Irish and Germans were concentrated. Many of these people were eager to expand across
the mountains when conditions permitted.
According to Cappon, by 1775, one-third of the Caucasian population was non-English.
Ethnic groups tended to settle in specific areas and to establish particular cultural pattems. The
mid-Atlantic colonies were half-English. The other halfwas composed ofGermans, Scotch-Irish,
and Dutch populations. The South had an English majority. However, large concentrations of
German, Scottish, and Scotch-Irish settled in the back-country frontiers.
Most immigrants disembarked in port cities. Indentured servants and slaves had their lot
decided for them. However, unencumbered immigrants quickly moved on to new places of
opportunity, or to the frontier, where land was cheap. Some stayed with relatives and others
sought jobs in the cities. Almost all the new immigrants who arrived in the years leading up to the
Revolutionary War settled south ofNew England (Bailyn 1985:8-10).
Between 1760 and 1775, American immigration can be summarized as follows: more than
55,000 Protestant Irish, 40,000 Scots and 30,000 Englishmen came to America from the British
Isles. An additional 84,500 African slaves were brought to the southem colonies. That equaled
209,500 new immigrants, or about 14,000 immigrants each year."
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On the eve of the Revolution, there was another aspect to American demographics. It was
migration. According to Bailyn, North Carolina supplied a large percentage of the colonists for
Kentucky. At the same time, its population doubled because ofmigration from Pennsylvania,
Virginia, Scotland, and Germany. According to Abemathy, Kentucky was populated from the
South by home-seekers from the Piedmont area in North Carolina and valley regions ofVirginia.
Before movement into Kentucky, pioneers already had crossed over into the Holston Valley region
of Tennessee. British policy and the fear of the Native Americans prevented a movement into
Kentucky until the eve ofthe Revolution (Abemathy 1940:64). In 1775, Boonesborough and
Harrodsburg were the first permanent settlements in Kentucky.
English-speaking migrants proved to be very receptive to the preaching of the Methodists.
Many moved to areas where there were no established church traditions. In fact, the
overwhelming majority were unchurched. Finke and Stark (1986, 1989, and 1992) demonstrated
this point. American Methodism was planted in immigrant communities and it continued to have
its greatest success in these communities during its formative years as it fought to carve out a
foothold in the terrain ofAmerican religious tradition.
Colonial Methodism
The period from 1770 to 1784 represents a transitional moment in American history and in
early American Methodism. It includes three phases. In American history, the phases correspond
to the ending of the colonial era, with its tensions and preparations for conflict, the Revolutionary
War, and the birthing of a new nation with the signing of the Constitution. For early American
Methodism the period consists of its planting, its taking root in American soil, and its becoming
the first American denomination in December 1784. The ratification of the American Constitution
" German, Dutch, Swedish and French immigration was also widespread but not a
significant factor in Methodist growth or decline. Methodism only worked with English-speaking
populations at this time.
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and the organizing ofAmerican Methodism into the Methodist Episcopal Church reflect similar
national movements.
These years were a time of growth, turmoil, and critical self-evaluation for American
Methodism. The early years (1766 to 1770) in which Strawbridge and Embury organized societies
determined patterns and character. The period from 1770 to the beginning ofthe Revolutionary
War can be characterized as missionary years. In these years American Methodism was
reorganized in accordance with the British design and experienced tremendous growth in numbers
and geographic spread. However, conflict and compromise proved to be the rule ofthe day.
During the war years, persecution and disruption were common. In those years, American
Methodism suffered from an identity crisis and from sectional conflict. Inneresolve, diplomacy,
and tremendous growth saved the day.'*
Many authors report on early American Methodism as if it were a static organization.
Nothing could be further from the truth. It adapted to the American scene and it changed with
time. For this reason, one cannot talk about its structure in normative terms. There was an
established model that Wesley and the British Methodists worked out in their context. It
represents pristine Methodism. John Wesley was the force and inspiration behind that movement.
Others influenced him and worked with him, but Wesley was the father-in-residence of British
Methodism. As long as he lived, his imprimatur was pressed into every aspect of the organization.
However, Wesley never commanded the same respect or allegiance in America. In early America,
obedience to his rule and strict discipline were questioned. This caused institutional stress. It can
Two facts are important. First, in the beginning of this period, American Methodism
existed in regions but it was not a regional church. Its membership was limited to certain areas
within the South and the mid-Atlantic states. Second, there was no America as we know it at this
time. The colonies existed as separate entities. They were linked together by a common
experience and a shared relationship with Great Britain. As the war approached, they were united
in a common cause. Even so, each colony guarded its individual identity. During this period, the
colonies related to each other like a confederation of independent states.
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be seen in the conflict that existed between the Methodist missionaries who were sent by Wesley
and the societies that existed prior to the arrival of the missionaries.
Two factors are most relevant to this. First, the American context was very different from
the context in Great Britain. The frontier, the polyglot population, the strong influence of other
denominations, the lack of a rigid social structure, the tensions from colonialism, and the
preparation for revolution influenced the American scene. Second, the indigenizing principle was
at work in American Methodism from its inception. Early American Methodism needed to be
"Methodized" as it was "Americanized." Ultimately, it was Asbury who combined and
institutionalized both of these processes in one movement. From the perspective of strategy and
presence, in the early 1 780s Asbury emerged as the Wesley ofAmerican Methodism.
Section One: 1770 through 1775, Institutional Factors
When American Methodism began, it was not organized in accordance with the Wesleyan
model. It sprang forth when immigrant preachers began to preach and form people into societies.
These preachers were not appointed or sent by Wesley. They were immigrants from Ireland.
Strawbridge in the South (Maryland and Virginia) and Embury in New York both "did their own
thing." Irregularities caused institutional stress when Wesley began to oversee American
Methodism through appointed preachers. The ensuing tension is a major institutional factor for
the first chronological period (1770-1784). Conflict between the preachers deflected Methodism
from its evangelistic mission and hurt morale. Conflict between the preachers and established
societies engendered resistance, hindered growth, and caused localized declines. Some people left
out of anger, and others were expelled.
During these years, Methodist societies were located in New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia (cf Chapter 3 and Table 3.1). Southem Methodism grew
rapidly. It registered seven fiill circuits by 1775. Two of them contained more than 800 members.
On the other hand, Methodist membership in the mid-Atlantic states vacillated. After five years.
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the number of circuits remained unchanged. New Jersey Methodism showed some increases. It
was divided into two circuits prior to the war. Philadelphia and New York showed little growth.
Intemal conflicts and contextual constraints adversely affected them.
Mid-Atlantic Methodism. Tension accompanied the arrival of the first missionaries. In
New York, Embury was not a strong leader, and he never itinerated. In Philadelphia, Captain
Webb" was absent from the society most of the time. He took a fancy to itinerating and enjoyed
preaching up and down the East Coast. The people in the New York City and Philadelphia
societies were accustomed to having a say in every issue. A strong lay leadership evolved. When
the first missionaries arrived, the people assumed that they would be stationed pastors. Daniels
captured the essence of this tension.
Captain Webb, who was on shore to greet them [the first missionaries on their arrival from
England], put into their hands a plan of the first American circuit, which, with the help of
himself, Williams, and King, they were to travel. New York, however, desired the full
service of Boardman, while Philadelphia wished to monopolize Pilmoor, and thus at the
outset the itinerant system, so vital to the success ofMethodism in America, was in danger
of being replaced by a settled ministry. (Daniels 1880:407)
Pilmoor and Boardman bought into this deal. Both were soft on discipline and were
accommodating to the people.^" This irritated Asbury. He determined to break free from this and
establish American Methodism according to the Wesleyan model. In the confiict between the
missionaries and the societies, Wesley sided with Asbuiy and made him the assistant for America.
In the meantime, the missionaries agreed to a limited itinerancy between Philadelphia and New
York. In other words, in order to avoid favoritism and long tenures, they agreed to switch circuits
on a regular basis. Tensions between the preachers increased when Rankin arrived in 1773 and
Webb founded the society in Philadelphia prior to the arrival of the first missionaries.
^� "Boardman was firm in his planning with the preachers, who loyally cooperated. At times,
however, his kind amiability led him into laxness at certain points of discipline among the
societies. Wesley finally found it necessary to replace him by appointing Asbury assistant in
October, 1772" (Moss 1964:104). In December 1772, Asbury wrote, "I told them I would not
agree to it at that time, and insisted on our abiding by our mles. But Mr. Boardman had given
them their way at the quarterly meeting held here before, and I was obliged to connive at some
things for the sake of peace" (1958a:60). In 1774 he wrote, "I saw a letter from Mr. Pilmoor, filled
with his usual softness" (1958a: 133).
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took over as Wesley's general assistant in America. He was stricter than Asbury. To some, he
appeared to be hostile and arrogant.^'
The tensions in the mid-Atlantic area are reflected in the conference Minutes for 1773.^^
First, only Wesley's appointed missionary preachers participated in that conference. The
missionaries established that Wesley's rule extended to America. Before the arrival of appointed
preachers, American Methodists were nominally aligned with Wesley. A strong lay leadership
that wanted to participate in the decision-making process had evolved. They resisted the new
leadership style as represented by Rankin and Asbury. In fact, two days after the Conference of
1773, Asbury reported "Some dissatisfied persons in New York, threatened to shut the door
against Mr. Rankin" (1958a:86). Second, it was affirmed that the doctrine and discipline of
Methodists, as contained in the Minutes (inclusive of British and American), be the sole rule for
the conduct of those who labor in America.^' These decisions aligned American Methodism with
British Methodism and gave the missionaries a pattem for organization and administration.
However, they also advanced the American "conference" to a new level of authority. In British
Methodism, the conference was advisory to Wesley. The rise of the American conference made it
possible for early American Methodism to ftmction and make decisions in the absence ofWesley.
Third, it was determined that no one should be allowed to attend the love feasts more than two or
three times until he or she became a member of the society, and no one would be admitted to a
society meeting more than three times without submitting to its mles. The absence of this mle
Asbury and Rankin were not the best of friends. Asbury's joumal is filled with
unfavorable remarks about Rankin (cf 1958a: 132, 140, 145, 146, 151, and 180). They were in
continual conflict with each other. Asbury reports that Strawbridge and Rodda shared his opinion
ofRankin (1958a: 151 and 180).
The Minutes call this conference "Conversations between the Preachers in Connexion [sic]
with The Reverend Mr. John Wesley." The language follows the terminology used in England.
Asbury referred to it as a "General Conference" (1958a:85).
Lee quoted this differenfiy than the American Minutes or Asbury (1958a:85). "Ought not
the doctrine and discipline of the Methodists, as contained in the English minutes to be the rule of
our conduct . . ." (1810:46).
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threatened American Methodism because it undermined the sociological and salvific function of
strict discipline. The third point was directed at the soft discipline of the mid-Atlantic societies,
which let nonmembers attend as often as they wanted. Embury had not separated the classes from
the society (Bangs 1 860:55-56). In other words, anyone who attended a class meeting could
participate in all society functions.^" Also, due to the established pattern that existed in the
mid-Atlantic societies prior to the arrival ofmissionaries, Pilmoor conducted "general" love feasts.
This was one ofAsbury's complaints to Wesley.
Numerical decline related to the administration of discipline is mentioned numerous times
from 1772 through 1775 in Asbury's joumal (cf 1958a:28, 31, 35, 46, 75, 84, 86, 1 17, 1 18, 127,
146, 160, 161, and 165). For Asbury and Rankin, the lack of serious discipline was an issue in the
mid-Atlantic and South. The following is a typical illustration: "Some slight me in this place
[Philadelphia] on account ofmy attention to discipline; and some drop off (1958a:3 1). "Many
were offended at my shutting them out of society meeting .... An elderly Friend told me very
gravely, that 'the opinion of the people was much changed . . . about Methodism: and that the
Quakers and other dissenters had laxed their discipline' " (1958a:28). "We had collected
twenty-seven persons in our little society here, when I first came; but I have been obliged to reduce
them to fourteen; and this day I put out a women for excessive drinking. Here we see the necessity
and advantage of discipline" (195 8a: 165).
The following quotations from Asbury highlight conflict between Wesley's assistants and
the mid-Atlantic societies: "I understand that some dissatisfied persons in New York, threaten to
shut the church door against Mr. Rankin. If they should be bold enough to take this step, we shall
Embury "had formed two classes, one ofmen, and the other ofwomen, but he had never
met the society apart from the congregation. . . . Great numbers of serious persons came to hear
God's word as for their lives; and their numbers increased so fast that our house for six weeks past
could not contain half the people" (Thomas Taylor in Bangs 1860:55-56). On September 5, 1772,
Asbury queried the New York Society with the following question: "Shall we have the Society
meetings in private? This was doubted by some; but I insisted on it, from our rules and Mr.
Wesley's last letter" (1958a:41).
see what the consequences shall be" (1958a:86). "Mr. Rankin keeps driving away at the people,
telling them how bad they are, with the wonders which he has done and intends to do. It is
surprising that the people are not out of patience with him. If they did not like his friends better
than him, we should soon be welcome to take a final leave" (1958a: 146-147). Asbury had his own
problems. Those accustomed to lax discipline did not take to his firm demeanor. This caused
complaints and infighting. "Heard that many were offended at my shutting them out of society
meeting, as they had been greatly indulged before. But this does not trouble me. While I stay, the
rules must be attended to" (Asbury 1958a:28). "Mr. Lupton was pleased to say, 'He did not know
but the church door would be shut against me;' and that 'some persons would not suffer matters to
go on so'
" (Asbury 195 8a: 84).
It is important to remember that this tension transpired during a transitional period. If
Embury and Strawbridge had established American Methodism after the British model, this would
not have happened or it would not have been as severe. After the rule was established in the
mid-Atlantic area, much of the intemal opposition and dishevel stopped.
Barclay captures the importance of this period:
One of the great services rendered by the British missionaries in America consisted in
regularizing the Methodist Societies: they gave American Methodism a pattem of growth
that determined the form of its future development. They brought connectionalism into
widely separated beginnings. The purely local character of the Societies at New York and
in Maryland ended with the coming ofRobert Williams,^^ John King, and Francis Asbury.
Wesley had no other thought or expectation than that Methodism in America would
develop in accordance with the blueprint he had wrought out in Great Britain: the
itinerancy, a closely knit system of Classes, Bands, and Societies, with a highly centralized
authoritative administration functioning through Annual Conferences composed
exclusively ofpreachers-the complete cellular stmcture existing within the Church of
England. Conditions of origin and environment in the colonies, so different from those in
England, during the first few years threatened to prevent the development of this pattem.
Thanks to the faithfiil, zealous work ofWesley's missionaries. . . . Without them the
Goss argued very convincingly that Williams was more than a local preacher who came to
America with Wesley's consent. "Thus the place usually assigned Mr. Williams in history, of
being a mere local preacher, of coming to this country of his own accord, and succeeding
Boardman and Pilmoor, does him great injustice. He was the first regular Methodist itinerant to
this country" (1866:39).
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Societies in New York and in Maiyland within a few years would have been absorbed by
the previously existing, environing forms ofAmerican Protestantism. (1949:50-51)
Southem Methodism. It is not possible to understand southern Methodism without
mentioning Robert Strawbridge. His base of operations was Sam's Creek in Frederick County,
Maryland, located about 35 miles west ofBaltimore and adjacent to Virginia. He was a Methodist
preacher in Ireland prior to immigrating. Sometime in the mid- 1760s, he began to preach to his
neighbors. Soon he formed a class in his home, built a preaching house, and organized a society
(Lee 1810:25). Without the benefit of an appointment, he began to itinerate throughout the region
to include Virginia, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. "By 1 769, in addition to the Sam's
Creek Society, a wide circuit had been mapped out and a far-reaching revival was in progress"
(Barclay 1949:23). Three facts associated with Strawbridge need to be explicated because they
presage institutional conflict.
First, he had a tremendous influence on early American Methodism. The revival in which
he participated produced the first substantial Methodist harvest in America. Additionally, many
influential circuit riders were converted and brought into the ministry through his work. He also
made his influence felt among the Methodist people. Generally, he was very respected and had a
large following (Barclay 1949:23). Daniels called his meeting house "the cathedral church of
Strawbridge's little diocese . . . over which he presided in tme episcopal fashion" (1880:377).
It is evident that the Lord was with this little church in the wildemess in spite of its alleged
irregularities, for its numbers increased in an encouraging manner, and in the log chapel on
Sam's Creek as many as four or five preachers were raised up [William Watters, Philip
Gatch, Richard Owen, Freebom Garrettson, and John Hagerty], who, under the direction
of Strawbridge, traveled little circuits on Sabbath, and worked for their daily bread on the
other days ofthe week. (Daniels 1880:378)
When Wesley's missionaries ventured to the South, they encountered this fimctioning system of
preaching and itinerating under the charge of Strawbridge. Strawbridge was influenced by and
modeled his ministry after English Methodism, but he was not beholden to it in the beginning of
his ministry in America.
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Second, Strawbridge and his preachers lacked the training to organize new converts into
societies and classes. This undermined their ability to assimilate the people into Methodism or to
maintain Methodist discipline.
A serious organizational problem appeared. Despite his zeal for souls and his gift of
drawing people to the Savior, Strawbridge seems to have possessed only a modicum of
ability in organizing them beyond the casual or local congregation. He established many
societies, but the accepted tests for membership were not strictly followed by all of his
helpers, and frequently the organization of classes was not observed. (Moss 1964:1 12)
In 1773, Rankin appointed Asbury to the Baltimore circuit for the purpose of analyzing
and fixing irregularities that existed in that circuit. The circuit included all the societies in
Maryland and nearly one-half of all the Methodists in America. Strawbridge and two junior
preachers also received appointments to the same circuit.
Asbury found that the societies lacked structure and discipline.
These Societies had been formed in a very unmethodical manner; indeed, the whole body
was thought, by Rankin and Asbury, to be sadly wanting in order and discipline; and one
ofthe first cares ofthe new preacher was to organize the Societies into classes ... on the
Wesleyan plan. (Daniels 1880:424)
Because of this, Asbury took it upon himself to re-examine each society in order to determine the
seriousness ofthe membership and to settle the people into proper classes. Many of the lukewarm
and undisciplined converts were expelled. His joumal is full of references to this process between
1772 and 1773.
This situation highlights a fundamental issue in early American Methodism. Strawbridge
was an incredible evangelist. However, the time, energy, and gifts necessary to form large
numbers of converts into disciplined Methodist units escaped him. Ultimately, his desire to reach
as many people as possible with the Methodist message conflicted with the organizational demand
of forming the people into classes and stmctured societies. As Methodism became a large and
popular organization in the South, it waxed increasingly difficuh to maintain the strict discipline
and to adhere to Wesley's design for societies and classes.
186
Third, during the first American conference in 1773, rules were fixed that reflected
Strawbridge's irregularities.
1 . Every preacher ... is strictly to avoid administering the ordinances of baptism and the
Lord's Supper. 2. All the people among whom we labour to be eamestly exhorted to
attend the church [Anglican], and to receive the ordinances there; but in a particular
manner, to press the people in Maryland and Virginia, to the observance of this minute
(MEC 1813:5)
Asbury recounted a slightly different version of these rules: "No preacher in our connection shall
be permitted to administer the ordinances at this time; except Mr. Strawbridge, and he under the
particular direcfion of the assistant" (1958a: 11). He made no menfion ofthe second rule.^* hi
December 1772, while at a quarterly meeting in Maryland, Asbury asked, "Will the people be
content without us administering the sacrament? . . . Brother Strawbridge pleaded much for the
ordinances; and so did the people who appeared to be much biased by him" (1958a:60).
The fact that the conference allowed Strawbridge to continue administering the sacraments
shows his popular appeal and strength. Asbury itinerated in Maryland at this time, but the people
were still Strawbridge converts. The conference compromised out of need. Failure to compromise
would have caused the first major split in American Methodism.
Strawbridge courted controversy in that he was an independent person who chafed at being
under someone else's authority, hi fact, Barclay intimated that Strawbridge had problems with
Wesley's authority before he immigrated to America (1949:22). His independent thinking and
irregularities did a great deal to influence the indigenization ofAmerican Methodism. "For him it
was enough that crowds waited upon his ministry, that many burdened souls sought and found to
their satisfaction the forgiveness of their sins and came into the fellowship of the Society he had
formed" (Barclay 1949:22-23). It has already been shown that he supervised a whole cadre of
However, he did drive home the mle that was made with particular reference to the
mid-Afianfic sociefies. "The old Methodist doctrine and discipline shall be enforced and
maintained amongst all our societies in America. No person shall be admitted, more than once or
twice, to our love feasts or society meetings, without becoming a member. Any preacher who acts
otherwise, cannot be retained amongst us as a fellow-labourer in the vineyard" (Asbury 195 8a: 85).
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itinerating preachers prior to the arrival ofWesley's missionary preachers. His organizational
precedent and independent spirit brought him into conflict with Wesley's missionary preachers and
laid the groundwork for the Southern mutiny in 1779 that almost divided early American
Methodism between North and South. As long as the English preachers were running the show,
everything went well in the South. However, as soon as they left in 1778, the Strawbridge ethos of
early American Methodism re-emerged.
Comparison ofMid-Atlantic and Southem Methodism. During this period, mid-Atlantic
Methodism was of a different flavor than southem Methodism. For example, it began in the cities
and focused on city dwellers until Asbury determined to take the message to the backcountry. The
following quotes from Asbury's joumal demonsfrate this point.
I remain in New York, though unsatisfied with our being both [Boardman] in town
together. I have not yet the thing which 1 seek-a circulation of preachers, to avoid
partiality and popularity. However, 1 am fixed to the Methodist plan [of itinerating and
sfrict discipline], and do what I do faithfully as to God. 1 expect trouble is at hand.
(1958a:10)
At present I am dissatisfied. I judge we are to be shut up in the cities this winter. My
brethren seem unwilling to leave the cities, but I think I shall show them the way. 1 am in
trouble, and more frouble is at hand, for I am determined to make a stand against all
partiality. (195 8a: 10)
I fmd that the preachers have their friends in the cities and care not to leave them. There is
a sfrange party-spirit. For my part 1 desire to be faithfiil to God and man I have found
many frials in my own mind, but feel determined to resist. I see traps set for my feet.
(1958a:16)
'Tis one great disadvantage to me 1 am not polite enough for the people. They deem me fit
for the country, but not for the cities; and it is my greater misfortune 1 cannot, or will not,
leam, and they cannot teach me I was not bom so, nor educated after this sort, I
cannot help it. (1959:14)
Strawbridge recmited from the backcountry and enlisted men who were new to the faith.
On the other hand, many ofthe early Methodists in the mid-Atlantic area were fransplanted
Methodists from Europe. The following quote from Wesley demonstrates this.
On Thursday, August 1, 1769, our Conference began at Leeds. On Thursday 1 mentioned
the case of our brethren in New-York. For some years past, several of our brethren from
England and freland, (and some of them preachers), had settled in North America, and had
in various places formed societies, particularly in Philadelphia and New-York. The
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society at New-York had lately built a commodious preaching-house; and now desired our
help, being in great want ofmoney, but much more of preachers. (Wesley 1991 :VIII:367)^'
The Methodists in the mid-Atlantic region also were more dependent on English
missionary preachers. A letter written by Thomas Taylor to Wesley on April 11,1 768,
demonstrates this.^*
You will not wonder at my being agreeably surprised in meeting a few here who have a
desire again to be in connection with you I was determined that the house [Wesley
Chapel in New York] should be on the same footing as the orphan house at Newcastle, and
others in England; but as we were ignorant how to draw the deeds, we purchased for us
and our heirs, until a copy of the writing is sent us from England There is another
point far more material, and in which I must importune your assistance, not only in my
own name, but also in the name of the whole society [in New York]. We want an able and
experienced preacher; one who has both gifts and grace necessary for the work In
regard to a preacher, if possible we must have a man ofwisdom, of sound faith, and a good
disciplinarian. ... We may make many shifts to evade temporal inconveniences, but we
cannot purchase such a preacher as I have described. (Bangs 1860:52-58)
Several points need to be made related to this quote. First, the request is for a preacher,
not a circuit rider. When writing this letter, Taylor was not envisioning a circuit system with
itinerating preachers. Asbury and Webb were the ones who pushed for this. Second, the New
York Society was somewhat dissatisfied with Embury's limited abilities.^' Third, in 1770, after the
missionaries began to arrive, many of the native leaders of the early movement in New York
relocated.'" That left the door wide open for the English preachers. Captain Webb was the only
leader to remain, and he was not a native in the same sense as the immigrants.
On August 1, 1769, Wesley says, "We have a pressing call from our brethren at New York,
who have built a preaching-house, to come over and help them" (Wesleyan Minutes 1862:85). He
expounds on this in his joumal entry for that day (Wesley 1991 :III:374). However, he expands on
the basic text in his Short Historv ofthe People Called Methodists (Wesley 1991 :VIII:367-368).
When this quote is compared to the quotes in the Wesleyan Minutes and his joumal, one will
notice that a section is added that references Philadelphia and the immigration ofMethodists from
Europe. The Short Historv was written in 1781 . At the time of the Conference in Leeds, Wesley
did not know about the work in Philadelphia. His information was taken from a letter that he
received from Thomas Taylor (T.T.) from New York in which T.T. explains the situation in New
York and asks for preachers. Wesley did not find out about the work in Philadelphia until Pilmoor
sent him a letter about it on his arrival to the colonies. Captain Webb organized that society.
For the complete text of this letter, see Bangs 1 860:52-59.
Lednum gave some inadvertent insight into Embury's limited abilities. He said that "he
did not possess a scintillating genius" and "Such abilities as he possessed as a preacher would not
attract a congregation at this day in New York." (1 862:32).
Ironically, soon after the missionary preachers arrived, Embury disappeared from the
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In the South, the native leaders worked side-by-side with the missionaries and continued to
work their home terrain even after the war caused the British missionaries to leave. Second,
southern Methodism, under the direction of Strawbridge and his assistants, did not request help
from Wesley or the missionary preachers. Third, the people already were accustomed to
itinerating preachers.
In summary, between 1770 and 1775, the primary institutional factor for the tremendous
growth ofMethodism in the South was the work of Strawbridge and his band of preachers. They
had already plowed the soil and were reaping a big harvest before Wesley's preachers came to
oversee the work. Many other institutional factors relate to this. The preachers were home-grown,
demonstrated natural abilities, and had a tremendous evangelistic zeal. As a group, they were well
organized. At the same time, conflict between the preachers, reaction to strict discipline, the
inability ofthe preachers to assimilate the new converts into classes and societies, and the lack of
qualified preachers mitigated against growth." The administration of the sacraments was a neutral
factor. It became a negative factor when the British preachers and the northem brethren ordered
the southem preachers to desist.
Additionally, southem Methodism was helped by the itinerating ofBritish preachers. For
example, in the Minutes for 1775, fourteen preachers were appointed to southem states. Five of
those were missionaries. Early in the 1770s, English preachers John King, Robert Williams,'^
Captain Webb, Pilmoor, and Asbury made preaching forays to the South. Pilmoor went as far as
scene. He moved to Camden, New York, where he organized a small society (Potts 1964:78).
Barbara Heck and her family accompanied him there along with Peter Switzer, Mr. Ashton, and
others from the New York society (Ledum 1862). In 1774, they relocated to Canada (Daniels
1880:383). Perhaps they were loyalists.
^'
Asbury complained, "Was much distressed on account of so few preachers well qualified
for the work, and so many who are forward to preach without due qualifications" (1772:92).
"To [Williams] belongs the honor of introducing Methodism into Virginia. After some
successfiil soul-saving work along with Strawbridge and King in Maryland, he passed on to
Norfolk in 1 772, where he commenced his mission by a song, a prayer, and a sermon, from the
steps of the Court-house; and soon formed a little Society" (Daniels 1880:405).
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Savannah, Georgia. They advanced the work in areas where Strawbridge and his preachers had
not itinerated (Lee 1810:39-40).
By 1775, there were only five preachers itinerating in the mid-Atlantic area. Three of
those were in New Jersey. The work that began in New York was eclipsed by the work in the
South. Soon the New York Society would cease to be listed in the Minutes.
Section Two: 1770 through 1775, Contextual Factors
The first section gave a general overview of American Methodism through 1 775 with a
comparison of southem and mid-Atlantic Methodism. It focused on institutional factors and it
showed the sectional nature ofMethodism. This section focuses on the nondemographic
contextual factors associated with New Jersey and Virginia that affected Methodist growth and
development. Both of these colonies are representative of their regions.
Mid-Atlantic. Methodism in New Jersey grew faster than Methodism in the other
mid-Atlantic states during this period. However, its progress was slow in comparison to Virginia
and the rest of the South. After 1775, it participated in the northem declension. By 1776, there
were barely 500 Methodists in the mid-Atlantic states. In terms of contextual factors, the
membership decline in New Jersey can be attributed to the increasing tensions and associated
problems related to the pending war.
According to Atkinson's Memorials ofMethodism in New Jersey (1860:65-66), there were
only a few Methodists in the state in 1770. At that time, the large societies were located in New
York and Philadelphia. New Jersey was situated between those societies." The itinerants passed
through it often as they moved from one society to the other. Thus, New Jersey was incorporated
into the itinerating of the British preachers. Also, New Jersey Methodism benefited from the work
" "As New Jersey lies between these two cities [New York and Philadelphia], and its upper
territory is close adjacent to the former, and its southem to the latter city, it is to be presumed that
those eamest pioneers ofMethodism would not long prosecute their mission without carrying their
message ofmercy to its inhabitants. Accordingly, we find Captain Webb preaching jusfification
by faith in the town ofBurlington as early as the year 1770." (Atkinson 1860:28).
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done in the bordering societies because it received members from them.'" By 1773, New Jersey
Methodism reported twenty more members than New York and Philadelphia. It continued to lead
in the mid-Atlantic until 1776, when the membership in Pennsylvania surpassed it because the
Philadelphia society declined at a slower rate.
The Minutes show that in 1774, two circuits were mapped out. According to Lee, in 1774,
"New Jersey was divided and called Trenton, and Greenwich" (1810:51). Two circuit riders were
appointed in 1774 and three in 1775. By 1776, those two circuits were consolidated into one
circuit called "New Jersey" (Lee 1810:60).'^ Asbury's journal shows that there was a Methodist
work between Perth Amboy, by Staten Island, to Philadelphia, down to southem New Jersey, and
along the Hudson River to Wilmington, Delaware. Burlington, Amboy, Greenwich, Glouster, and
New Mill (later called Pemberton) were the loci of the early Methodist work in the state.
Asbury made his first reference to New Jersey shortly after he came to America on
November 7, 1771. On that day he preached in the courthouse to a "large and serious
congregation" (1958a:8). Asbury makes a series of references to the New Jersey and Philadelphia
circuit starting in May 19, 1772 that illustrate the condition ofMethodism in New Jersey at that
time. "Went to Trenton, but as the court was sitting, I was obliged to preach in a school house to
but few people; and as there were soldiers in the town, I could hardly procure lodging" (1958a:3 1).
Afterward, he preached on "the other side of the river" in Pennsylvania to a small group. Then he
According to Moss, in 1776, "The Philadelphia Circuit embraced an area as far west as
Exton and West Chester, thence southward to Wilmington, and up through New Jersey, east of
Camden, to Bristol, Burlington, and Trenton. The New York Circuit included a strong class at
Newtown, Long Island Sound; several communities on Manhattan Island north of the city; and also
the work on Staten Island, a sort of subcircuit extending as far south as Amboy, New Jersey"
(1964:117).
The circuits were determined by the travels as listed in Asbury's Joumal and the list of
major cities in the 1776 Minutes. However, the above listed circuit boundaries do not account for
the fact that New Jersey was listed as it own circuit in the Minutes, with two circuit riders
appointed to it.
Interestingly, the numerical retums in the Minutes never distinguish between the circuits.
The membership in the state is reported as if it consisted of a single circuit.
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went down to Burlington, New Jersey, and again preached to a few people. He blamed the slack
attendance on competition from a fair. Following this, he traveled to Greenwich on the Delaware
River in the southern part of the state where he preached to 300 people on May 24. Then he rode
to Glouster, New Jersey, where he preached to another 200 people on the same day. From there he
retumed to Philadelphia.
The next day, he went back to Burlington where he preached and ministered to a prisoner.
On May 27, he preached in New Mills, which is located in the center of the state approximately 25
miles east of Philadelphia. By May 29, he had retumed to Burlington where he attended the
prisoner to his execution. There he preached to the attending crowd and wamed them to "flee
from the wrath to come" (1958a:32). He retumed home to Philadelphia on the same day. Saturday
through Monday were spent in Philadelphia. On June 2, he went back to New Jersey, passed
through Haddonfield and preached to a large congregation along the Maunta Creek at 5 a.m. the
following day. Afterward, 150 of them went with him to a Mr. Taper's for more preaching. On the
3rd, he was back at Greenwich, where he preached to 200 people. The week before his audience
was 300. Later, he went to Glouster where the crowd had dwindled since his last stop.
From this it is evident that many more people attended the preaching ofAsbury in 1 772
than were members of society. On the New Jersey portion of his circuit, at least 650 different
people came out to his preaching during that two-week period. Asbury listed only the rounds he
made in southwest New Jersey. Others were working the area around Staten Island, New York. It
appears therefore that more than 1,000 people were actively attending to the preaching of
Methodists in New Jersey in 1772. In 1773, the Minutes report a total membership of 200.'*
There are two contextual issues that Asbury notes. One relates to soldiers in town and the
other to a fair. The problem with soldiers increased as the war drew nearer. Early in 1776, while
The same can also be said for New York and Philadelphia. On November 14, 1774,
Asbury reported that in New York, "Many people attended at our church in the moming; and in the
evening there were about a thousand who seriously listened" (1958a: 137).
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in Philadelphia, Asbury reported that the preachers in Trenton neglected their societies because of
war tensions (1958a: 1 83). Asbury said, "Rode to Burlington [and] found to my grief, that many
had so imbibed a martial spirit that they had lost the spirit of pure and undefiled religion"
(195 8a: 184). Trenton was a part of his circuit. The preachers to whom he referred were local
preachers. All through the Methodist work in New Jersey, the circuit riders were helped by lay
preachers. When they neglected their duties, the work suffered.
Second, fairs were a constant annoyance to Asbury. In December 1772, a church parson
accused Asbury of distracting the people from their work with all of his preaching. Asbury replied
by asking whether fairs and horse races did not also hinder the people. As has been shown in
Chapter 2, Methodism was very appealing to artisans, "middling" people, and slaves. These
people had limited free time. In reference to slaves and working Methodists, Lee said that in 1772,
quarterly meetings had to be moved to Saturdays and Sundays because these people could not
come to the preaching on any day but the Sabbath (1810:42)." Fairs, horse races, and other types
of diversion distracted the people and kept them from participating in Methodist meetings. Thus,
one can appreciate Methodism's negative appraisal of these events. When one became a
Methodist, it was expected that he or she would avoid such amusements and trifies and seek
holiness.
In 1775, there were 19 preachers appointed to circuits with a total membership of 3,148.
Rankin traveled at large. This means that there was one preacher for every 166 members. There
were five preachers appointed to the mid-Atlantic area and 618 members. That equals one
preacher for every 123 members. This shows that mid-Afiantic declines did not happen because of
an absence of appointed preachers.
Wealthy people could come at any fime, but were accustomed only to attending worship
on the Sabbath. They resisted midweek preaching services.
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Emigration from the mid-Atlantic area did cause numerical decline. Lee said that people
fled areas in which there were troop activities and other preparations for war. Specifically, many
people in the mid-Atlantic moved to the frontier and to the South (Lee 1810:84). Also, since the
mid-Atlantic area was one ofthe first areas of hard combat, it was also tom between loyalists and
patriots. Many ofthe Methodists in the mid-Atlantic area were loyalists. The tensions related to
the pending war and demographic shifts are the primary contextual factors that caused slow growth
in the mid-Atlantic area from 1770 through 1775.
Virginia. The data speak for themselves. Methodism was not planted in Virginia unfil
1772. In 1773, there were only 100 Methodists reported in the state. However, in 1775, the
number increased to 955 Methodists. Virginia Methodism grew by over 650 members between
1774 and 1775. That single-year increase almost equaled the total membership ofmid-Afianfic
Methodism at that time (See p. 107, Table 3.1).
The single most important contextual factor that influenced Methodist growth in Virginia
seems to have been the general revival of religion that began around 1765 and lasted until the late
1770s.'* Iain Murray (1994) referred to this period as "Glory in Virginia." He showed that this
revival was a transdenominational movement that benefited Anglicans, Presbyterians, Baptists, and
Methodists. Actually, the revival was well underway before the Methodists joined in the action.
In speaking of the Baptist surge in Virginia in the late 1760s, Murray stated,
These Baptist preachers were unconnected with Jarratt [an Anglican priest-revivalist] or
the Presbyterians. . . . Their evangelistic preaching was the same in content to that of
Whitefield. . . . One writer estimates that in 1 772 "as many as forty thousand Virginians
may have heard the gospel from the Baptists."" The growth in the Separate Baptist
churches bears out the effects of this evangelism. In 1770, the Separates possessed only
two congregations north of the James River and about four on the south side; two years
later their number appears to have grown to twenty, with twenty-one branches. In 1774
Many Church Growth scholars categorize a general revival as a spiritual factor (cf.
McGavran 1990:6). Since it is difficult to qualify and quanfify spiritual factors, the delimitafions
of this study specify that general revivals are to be categorized as contextual factors.
See Semple's Historv of the Rise and Progress ofthe Baptists in Virginia (Semple [1810]
1 894). This is an excellent source document. He traces the history of early Virginia Bapfists by
local associations and uses their reports to substantiate what he writes.
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they had thirty churches south of the James and twenty-four to the north. . . . The dates of
the revival of which Jarratt wrote [see Asbury 1958a:207 ff ], when compared with the
period of the surprising Baptist advance, can be seen to be the same (1994:66-68).
As noted in the above quote, two Anglican priests, Devereux Jarratt"" and Archibald
McRoberts, began establishing Methodist-style societies in 1770 all over their parishes in
south-central Virginia."' It is possible that the priests learned of this form of local organization
from Sfrawbridge, though he is not mentioned by them in this regard. Since the priests spoke of
Wesley in their letters, it is more likely that they were influenced by him. Jarratt gave a splendid
account ofthe revival in his autobiography (1969) and in a letter reproduced in Asbury's joumal
(1958a:207 ff.). For the sake of brevity, Jarratt's account is quoted from his letter.
But in the year 1765, the power ofGod was more sensibly felt by a few The next year
I became acquainted with Mr. M'Roberts, rector of a neighboring parish; and we joined
hand in hand in the great work. ... A remarkable power attended his preaching ... not
only in his parish, but in other parts. In the years 1770 and 1771, we had a more
considerable outpouring of the Spirit, at a place in my parish called White Oak. It was
here first I formed the people into a society, that they might assist and strengthen each
other. ... In the year 1 772, the revival was more considerable, and extended itself in some
places, for fifty or sixty miles round. It increased still more in the following year. . . .
In spring, 1 774, it was more remarkable than ever. ... A goodly number were gathered in
this year, both in my parish and in many of the neighboring counties. I formed several
societies out of those which were convinced or converted. (1958a:208)
In the counties of Sussex and Brunswick [in the southeastem part of the state bordering
North Carolina], the work, from the year 1773, was chiefly carried on by the labours of the
people called Methodists. The first of them who appeared in these parts was Mr. Robert
Williams"^. . . . The next year others of his brethren came, who gathered many societies
both in this neighborhood, and in other places, as far as North Carolina. They now began
to ride the circuit, and to take care of the societies already formed. (1958a:209)
For more information on this significant priest, consult The Life of the Reverend Devereux
Jarratt. Rector ofBath Parish. Dinwiddle County. Virginia. Written by Himself to the Rev. John
Coleman ([1806] 1969).
The name of the Jarratt's parish was Bath, in Dinwiddle County. In December 1 790,
Virginia created Bath County out of several Virginia and present day West Virginia counties.
Bath County and Bath are in different locations. Bath County was the site of a later revival. See,
Virginia Facts (Clements 1991) and Atlas ofCountv Boundarv Changes in VIRGINIA 1634-1895
(Daran 1987). Virginia county boundaries changed as the state matured. Most became smaller,
and others changed names.
He was the first British missionary to come to America in 1 769. He stayed at the home of
Jarratt for a week in March 1773 and preached in his church many fimes. He found favor in
Jarratt's eyes because his preaching was animated, his doctrines were the same as Jarratt's, his
spirit was alive to God, and he was completely dedicated to the Church of England. Jarratt formed
a partnership with him and the other Methodist preachers who followed him (Asbury 1958a:209).
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In the later part of 1775 and early 1776, a most remarkable revival broke out
spontaneously in three chapels in or near Jarratt's parish. Jarratt called it the greatest ever in a
country place. He credited the outpouring to the preaching ofMr. Shadford, one ofWesley's
missionaries."'
Asbury's journal contains fifteen pages of letters describing the general revival through
1776 (1958a:207 ff). When one reads these letters from various sources, one is struck by three
facts: the Methodists found a transdenominational revival that was localized; they regularized it;
then they reproduced it all over the South. Word ofmouth, news accounts, testimonies from
converted sinners, changed lives, and other people movement dynamics spread the revival flame.
The following quote illustrates this.
The multitudes . . . retuming home all alive to God, spread the flame through their
respective neighborhoods, which ran from family to family: so that within four weeks,
several hundreds found the peace of God. And scarce any conversation was to be
heard . . . but conceming the things of God. . . . The unhappy disputes between England
and her colonies, which just before had engrossed all our conversation, seemed now in
most companies to be forgot. (Asbury 1958a:211, Lee 1810:56)
The Methodists worked with other denominations during the general meetings and revival
services. The letters from non-Methodists are full of phrases that indicate Methodist influence.
Love feasts, quarterly meetings, experiencing perfect love, circuit riding, and the like are
examples. Methodists had the experience and the organization to contain the converts and to
"Methodize" the movement.
The "Methodizing" of the general revival of religion represents the confluence of
contextual and institutional factors. In reality, one of the geniuses of early American Methodism
was its ability to take advantage of positive contextual factors and to minimize negative contextual
factors.
This revival in southem Virginia and North Carolina was not associated with the work of
Strawbridge in Maryland. His preachers did not organize it or participate in it until they were
appointed to serve in that area after they came under the authority of the missionaries.
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One contextual factor that shadowed Methodism was the pugnacious relationship between
the colonies and England.""' Most of the problems related to the war happened after 1775. Those
problems will be noted in a separate section. However, the war posed a tension and a distraction
prior to 1776. In most areas, it consumed the media and public discourse. Asbury said that the
general revival took people's minds off the pending war. Perhaps the stress ofwar positively
influenced people's receptivity to revival. The emotional, spiritual, and physical release associated
with the revival may have served as a psychological vent. However, one does not have to assume a
cause-and-effect relationship or limit oneself to psycho-social interpretations. The fact that the
revival was only in some parts of the South and not in others bears witness to this.
Also, it should be noted that the general revival happened in a region of great population
flux. As noted in the section on demographics, the populations ofVirginia and North Carolina
grew at a tremendous rate during the time of the general revival.
The filling up of the Shenandoah Valley made Virginia the most populous colony; by 1770
it had more whites (260,000) than Pennsylvania (240,000) or Massachusetts (235,000),
and more Negroes (1 87,000) than South Carolina (75,000). In North Carolina, where
back-country settlers received their first 50 acres free, the population during the
Revolufion was larger (270,000) than New York's (270,000). (Kagan 1966:86)
In an article titled "Religious Community in a Cuban Refugee Camp: Bringing Order Out
ofChaos," Payne showed how religious community and revival served as ordering devices for
Cubans who left one social structure and who were not incorporated into a new one. He stated,
"Religious community countered the destructive aspects of the liminal experience by giving
participating refugees an informal social structure and a sense of hope" (1997:141) The same
concept can be extrapolated back to Virginia and North Carolina during the 1770s. War and mass
migration disrupted the social structure of the established order and produced a liminal effect for a
large number ofmigrants."^ This increased the peoples' receptivity to revivalism and to the social
It hindered Methodist growth in two ways. First, anti-English sentiments often spilled
over as anti-Methodist sentiments because Methodism was identified with John Wesley and
England in the minds ofmany people. Second, the war environment disrupted Methodism from
achieving its mission.
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ordering that comes from participation in a religious community. It may be the primary contextual
cause for the increase in religious participation."*
Methodism: 1776 through 1784
From 1776 through 1784, mid-Atlantic Methodism demonstrated a unified pattern of
decline, then growth (cf figure 3.2). During the same time, Methodism in the southem states
fluctuated so much that it is difficult to discem a unified pattem (cf figure 3.3). This can be
explained. During this nascent phase, southern Methodism was not monolithic. It was organized
around three discrete growth centers that did not adhere to state boundaries. Each had its own
characteristics and was influenced by very different factors. These growth centers and the
mid-Atlantic growth center will be detailed in the following discussion.
The Origins and Progress ofEarlv American Methodist Growth Centers through 1784
In 1773, the mid-Atlantic growth area was built around New York City and Philadelphia.
New Jersey was included in that by virtue ofproximity and traversing preachers. In Maryland,
three circuits stretched from Frederick to Kent. Bahimore was between the two. Frederick was
the home area of Sfrawbridge. It was the farthest west and it reached into northem Virginia.
Frederick and Baltimore became the Maryland growth center. The Kent circuit grew into the
Eastem Shore growth center. In Virginia, Bmnswick became a growth center on its southern
border.
For more information of liminality and religion see Ritual Process: Structure and
Anti-Stmcture (Tumer: 1969). Many authors have applied this theory to various contexts to show
its usefiilness as an interpretive model.
Some studies on revivalism have attempted to show the correlation between social
dismption and the increase of revival. For example, J. Edwin Orr argued that religious apathy,
French deism, the unsettled state of society in the years following the Revolutionary War, the
changing social conditions ofAmerica, the lure of the westem frontier, the mgged individualism of
the frontiersman, the break-up of family, and alienation from church due to migration were
contextual factors that contributed to the great revival ofthe 1790s (1975:7). The same factors
also apply to Virginia and North Carolina during the revival in the 1770s.
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In this section, the Virginia growth center will be identified as "the South.""' This is
justified because the Minutes, Asbury (1958a), and, Lee (1810) all use that term when referring to
Virginia during this period. The same primary texts list the Maryland and Eastern Shore growth
centers with the mid-Atlantic. Collectively, they are referred to as "the North.""*
Summary of Grovyth Centers. In 1775, there were five circuits in the mid-Atlantic growth
center. The membership of these circuits totaled 764. In 1778, the New Jersey circuit is the only
one listed in the Minutes. It numbered about 1 50 members. Only one preacher was appointed to
the enfire region."' By 1784, 1,626 people and 14 circuit riders were listed in seven mid-Atlantic
circuits. The area between Philadelphia and Juniata, Pennsylvania, was blanketed by circuits.
Juniata is about 150 miles west of Philadelphia. That work expanded through Chester, Little York,
and Lancaster. Five traveling preachers were assigned to Pennsylvania in 1784 and six to New
Jersey. In 1784, from the eastem tip of the Long Island circuit to the westem tip of the Juniata
circuit, mid-Atlantic Methodism stretched across a 300-mile area.
Maryland Methodism began the period with uniform progress from Frederick to Kent.
However, by 1 780, most of the growth in this center shifted to the Eastem Shore growth center. In
1784, only five circuits were reported in the Maryland growth center to include two in northeastem
Virginia.^" The Maryland growth center had a combined membership of 2,1 19. From 1781 to
It was necessary to group Maryland with Virginia in the previous section because
Sfrawbridge was the archetype of southem Methodism in that he bequeathed upon it his ethos, i.e.,
an indigenous pattem and an independent spirit. Asbury was the antithesis of Strawbridge. His
presence dominated Maryland Methodism during most of the war years. He kept the area aligned
with mid-Atlantic Methodism.
This dissertation has not distinguished between north and south in an exact way because
the Maryland growth area blurs that reality during this period. It was a border region that existed
in the South but had some northem traits. However, the sectional crisis of 1779 and 1780
demonsfrated early American Methodism's self-understanding of those terms.
"' No circuit memberships are listed for 1 778 in the Minutes. However, appointments to
circuits were listed. New Jersey was the only mid-Atlantic circuit to receive a traveling preacher.
Twenty-eight were appointed to southem circuits. The New Jersey membership of 1 50 is an
estimate. The membership was 160 in 1777 and 140 in 1779.
^� They are Balfimore, Frederick, and Calvert in Maryland and Fairfax and Berkley in
Virginia. The Minutes group the Fairfax and Berkley circuits with the Maryland circuits.
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1784, the Kent circuit on the Eastern Shore expanded to six circuits to include one in Delaware.
These circuits constitute the Eastern Shore growth center. It was served by 17 traveling preachers.
Methodism in the Eastern Shore grew from 486 in 1776 to 4,604 in 1784. During the same period,
the Maryland growth center showed a net increase of 5 10 members. In terms of percent growth,
the Eastem Shore center grew by 847 percent and the Maryland one grew by 32 percent.
Early Methodists distinguished Maryland Methodism from the Eastem Shore Methodism
because of its geography. It was separated from the Eastem Shore by the Chesapeake Bay. Also,
Asbury was the primary force behind the growth in the Eastem Shore during this period. He
worked the area and closely monitored the preachers he assigned to it. On April 23, 1780, Asbury
stated, "If I cannot keep old Methodism in any other place, I can in the peninsula [Eastem Shore]:
that must be my last retreat" (1958a:346). Because of its geographical isolation and its dense
Methodist population, Methodism on the Eastem Shore was able to withstand the forces of
assimilation better than Methodism in Maryland. However, the geographic isolation, dense
Methodist population, and stable demographics also hindered Eastem Shore growth in the period
after 1784.
The Bmnswick circuit in Virginia was the center of the great revival that began in 1775.
By 1779, 14 circuits had expanded from it. Ten were in Virginia and four in North Carolina. Lee
said that in 1776, "The out-pouring of the spirit [sic] extended itself, more or less, through most of
the circuits, which takes in a circumference of between four and five hundred miles" (1810:55).
From 1774 to 1779, the combined membership of the revival circuits grew from 218 to 5,090.
These circuits formed the base ofthe mutiny in 1779 that divided all the Methodists north ofthe
Hanover circuit from the Methodists south ofHanover.^' Hanover was the northem vanguard of
^' When the Maryland Conference considered the southem mutiny in April 1 780, it
stipulated that Virginia Methodism "come no farther north than Hanover circuit" (Asbury
1958a:347). Hanover is halfway between Fairfax in northeast Virginia and the southem border of
Virginia.
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the Virginia growth center. About 60 miles separated the Virginia growth area from the Maryland
growth area at that time. By 1783, the Virginia growth center blanketed most of present-day
Virginia and North Carolina with circuits. In that same year, the Holston and Allegheny circuits
expanded the Virginia growth center into the western mountains. In 1 784, Virginia subdivided
four new circuits from existing circuits. Growth by division and by expanding the borders
happened simultaneously.
Table 5.2 documents the growth centers in American Methodism from 1776 to 1784 in
terms ofmembership, circuits, and fraveling preachers. Figure 5.3 illustrates the regional pattern
ofMethodist membership during this period in terms of the growth centers.
Table 5.2
Numerical Analysis of Growth Centers
Membership Number of Circuits Number of Itinerants
Year M-A MD E.S. VA Year M-A MD E.S. VA Year M-A MD E.S. VA
1776 518 1,609 486 2,789 1776 4 3 1 5 1776 4 8 3 9
1777 488 1,711 720 4,049 1777 4 4 1 6 1777 4 10 4 18
1778 150 N.A. N.A. N.A. 1778 1 3 2 9 1778 1 7 6 15
1779 319 1,880 1,288 5,090 1779 5 4 1 12 1779 5 9 7 12
1780 386 1,970 1,135 4,773 1780 5 4 1 11 1780 5 9 8 20
1781 873 2,493 2,755 4,625 1781 7 5 3 12 1781 8 12 16 19
1782 1,174 2,485 3,952 4,164 1782 9 5 4 11 1782 9 12 13 25
1783 1,633 2,245 4,369 5,503 1783 12 5 6 20 1783 12 11 17 42
1784 1,607 2,119 4,604 6,459 1784 14 5 6 22 1784 14 11 17 38
M-A=mid-Atlantic. MD=Marvland. E.S.=Eastem Shore, and VA=Virginia
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church Minutes (1 813) as adapted by author
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Figure 5.3
Membership Line-graph of Early American Methodism by Growth Centers from 1776 to 1784
The Revolutionarv War and Methodist Growth: 1776 through 1784
This section chronicles the war as it affected Methodist growth centers. This is
consequential because the war and its associated events are the most significant contextual factors
that affected Methodism during this time.^^
Mid-Atlantic. The Revolutionary War began in April 1775, at Lexington and Concord. It
started as a skirmish and ended as a major confrontation that stretched over many miles. While the
war continued in the northeast, the Americans drew up plans for an organized army and a new
govemment. The Second Continental Congress convened in May 1775, in Philadelphia. In June,
Congress appointed George Washington Chief of the Continental Forces. He was a Virginian.
During the spring and early summer of 1 776, Washington sought to fortify New York City.
As he expected, the British made an all-out attack on New York with 32,000 troops and a large
fleet. Heavy combat ensued from the months of July to December in 1776. In August, a combined
" In order to understand how the war affected demographics and church growth, one needs
to document where the fighting occurred. This section is dependent on the Atlas ofEarly
American Historv (Cappon 1976), Ferrell's Atlas ofAmerican History (1987), The Encyclopedia
ofAmerican Facts and Dates (Carmth 1987), and Morris' Encyclopedia ofAmerican Historv
(1953) for that information. Since this summary is a compilation of all the sources, individual
references would be cumbersome and distracting.
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American force was defeated in tiie Battle of Long Island. In September, a fire destroyed most of
the older section ofNew York. In November, Fort Washington on Manhattan Island fell and 2,000
Americans were captured. The American army was pushed back and surrounded, but managed to
retreat before heavy snows trapped them. The British controlled the area between Washington and
New York.
In December, Washington retreated through New Jersey to Pennsylvania. In the Battle of
Trenton, New Jersey, Washington crossed the Delaware River, captured nearly 1,000 Hessian
mercenaries, and reoccupied Trenton. The mercenaries were German-speaking. Many requested
to remain and settled in the German communities.
From January to June 1 777, fighting continued on the frontier and in the mid-Atlantic
region. On the east coast, the British quickly attacked Washington's new position in Trenton. In
January, Washington moved to Princeton, where he inflicted heavy losses on the British. This
caused the British to withdraw to Brunswick. The re-establishing of American control in New
Jersey boosted Patriot morale. At the same time, the British attempted to cut offNew England
from the rest of the colonies along a line that followed the Hudson River.
The summer and fall of 1777 witnessed the most intense fighting of the war. The British
landed new armies in Canada and marched them to New York. Other British forces joined them.
In July, Fort Ticonderoga was abandoned by Pafriot troops in the face of superior British numbers.
In September, Washington lost the Battle ofBrandywine in Pennsylvania as the British pushed
toward Philadelphia. The Continental Congress fled from Philadelphia just before it was occupied
in September. In October, Washington was beaten at Germantown near Philadelphia. Later in
October, American forces had great success at Saratoga and Albany in New York. In the Battle of
Bemis Heights near Saratoga, the Patriots routed the British. The British retreated to Saratoga.
On October 17, 5,642 British soldiers surrendered to American forces. The captured soldiers
204
marched to Boston and returned to England. Later that year, Washington withdrew to Valley
Forge for the winter. The British expanded their occupation around New York City.
In January 1778, American forces launched a mine attack against British shipping in the
Delaware River. One ship was destroyed. The incident put British troops and Philiadelphians in a
panic. Also, fighting occurred with the Indians on the New York border. The Indians inflicted
substantial losses on American forces and civilians.
From January to May 1778, there was little actual fighting with the British. All sides
attempted to reinforce their positions. At this time, the British had 19,500 troops in Philadelphia,
1 1,000 in New York and 4,000 in Newport. The Americans had 1 ,400 regulars at Valley Forge
and 1,800 in forts along the Hudson River.
In June 1778, the British evacuated Philadelphia and headed for New York because of a
feared blockade. The French force was tumed back by bad weather. At the Battle ofMonmouth,
New Jersey, Washington defeated the British. In July, Tories and Indians routed Americans and
caused great destmction from Niagara to central Pennsylvania. In the "Wyoming Valley
Massacre," 200 Americans were scalped and many others were bumed alive in Kingston. This
was an attempt to intimidate the Americans and to put fear in the hearts ofthe civilians.
Throughout the fall and early winter Tories and Indians continued attacks on the frontiers. There
was little actual combat with British froops during this time.
In July 1779, the fort at Stony Point, New York, was captured by the Americans in a bmtal
battle. By the end ofthe summer, the Americans had regained all ofNew Jersey and Rhode Island.
The British went to the South.
Tory and Indian attacks confrnued from Kentucky to New York into 1781. They
devastated the Mohawk Valley in New York. In 1779, Washington ordered a major offensive
against the froquois Nations in New York and Pennsylvania. Pafriots desfroyed 40 villages.
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Fighting with the British did not resume in the North until the summer of 1781 . The
second half of 1781 proved to be decisive for the American cause. A large French fleet went to the
mouth of the Chesapeake. Britain sent its navy to clear the way for a landing of 16,000 British
soldiers from New York. However, after three days of battle, the British ships were forced to
retum to England. As a resuh, the Brhish were under siege. More than 9,000 American troops
and 7,800 French troops held the siege. In October, the British force of 8,000 men and arms
surrendered at Yorktown. This brought the fighting portion of the revolution to an end.
Mid-Atlantic Area Membership Summarv. Since land-based fighting in the mid-Atlantic
area began in 1 776 and did not flag until July of 1 779, membership statistics for that area should
reflect decline or abated growth if the war was a primary contextual factor that overmled other
factors. From 1775 to 1776, the New York membership declined from 200 to 132. The New
Jersey membership declined from 300 to 150. The Pennsylvania membership declined from 264 to
236. New York dropped from the Minutes in 1778. Growth did not return to this region until
1780, the year after fighting stopped. In that year. New Jersey membership increased from 140 to
196, and Pennsylvania membership increased from 179 to 190. The upward trend is amplified
from 1779 to 1783. In those years, the New Jersey membership increased by 888 people and the
Pennsylvania membership increased by 426 people. The New York circuits do not reappear in the
Minutes until 1784. At that time, they report 84 members.
In summary, the downward membership pattem for the mid-Atlantic states parallels
negative contextual factors related to the war. Growth happened in times and places where there
was no occupation or fighting.
The following quotes from Asbury and Methodist histories substantiate that the war was a
primary factor that limhed growth in the mid-Atlantic area from 1776 through 1779.
In March 1776, Asbury wrote from Philadelphia, "I also received an affectionate letter
from Mr. Wesley, and am tmly sorry that the venerable man ever dipped into the politics of
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America. . . Some inconsiderate persons have talcen occasion to censure the Methodists in
America, on account ofMr. Wesley's political sentiments" (1958a: 181)." Methodist persecution
was common during the war. Methodists were persecuted for three main reasons. Many were
suspected of being Tories. Some were conscientious objectors. Some ofthe English missionary
preachers, such as Rodda, openly supported the British and encouraged others to do the same.
Most Methodist persecution came at the hands of Patriots.
In April 1776, Asbury received a letter from a Methodist trustee in Trenton, New Jersey.
It said that the preachers were neglecting their duties in that they did not visit the circuit because of
the war (1958a: 1 83). Afterward, Asbury went to New Jersey. In April 1776, Asbury reported, "1
rode to Burlington, ... but found, to my grief, that many so imbibed a martial spirit that they had
lost the spirit of pure and undefiled religion 1 rode to Trenton; and found very little there but
spiritual coldness and deadness" (1958a: 184). Clearly, New Jersey Methodism was not prospering
in 1776.
Bangs' history witnessed to the same reality. "It was with no little difficulty that [the
preachers] were able to ttavel some of the circuits, and obliged entirely to abandon others, yet . .
the preachers persevered in their labors wherever they could find access to the people" (1860:1 18).
Since southem Methodism did not suffer from the fighting with the British at this time, it can be
assumed that this quote referred to mid-Atlantic Methodism, which was on the decline.
The war at this time [1776] raged with great violence, so that by the marching and
countermarching of armies, enlisting of soldiers, frequent skirmishes between the
contending parties, some of the places, even where religion had prevailed to a considerable
extent, were not visited at all by the preachers. (Bangs 1860:1 19)
" Nathan Bangs reported that in 1776, "The state of things rendered the situation ofmany of
the Methodist preachers peculiarly trying, and more especially those of them who were known to
be favorable to the British cause. As some of them . . . spoke their sentiments freely against the
proceedings of congress and of the American states, they were subject to some persecutions. And
although only four out of the twenty-five preachers were from England, yet, as these four were
leading men, the others were suspected of favoring the cause ofBritain, and therefore were
exposed to similar suspicions and treatment" (1860: 118).
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According to Lee, in 1776, "The two circuits which had been formed in the state ofNew
Jersey, were now put together, and called New Jersey in the Minutes" (1810:60). In 1777, "There
was no preacher appointed to New York, the place being so much distressed by the war, that the
preachers could not travel in safety" (1810:61). Lee added,
[In 1777] there was a decrease in the numbers in several circuits to the north, principally
owing to the spreading of the war in those parts; where the preachers found great
difficuhies in keeping their stations, and some were forced to be given up; so that some of
the Classes were entirely given up. h might be well said during this year, that without were
fighting, and within were fears. War, and the shedding of blood, was heard of in all
directions: armies marching back and forth, one after another; and in many places the
people were in great confusion, so that religion was almost banished from some
neighborhoods where h had been pretty lively. Some of our societies in the north, suffered
more from that quarter than we did in the south parts ofVirginia. (1810:62)
In 1778, "Five of the old circuits were left out this year, namely, New York, Philadelphia,
Chester, Frederick, and Norfolk. Some of these circuits could not be attended to, on account of the
war, and some of them were in the possession of the British" (Lee 1810:63). Both New York and
Philadelphia were occupied by the British at this time.
In the retum ofmembers this year [1778], we found we had lost in numbers 873. This was
the first time that we came short of the old number given in the preceding year. This
decrease was wholly owing to the breaches made upon many societies and circuits by the
distress ofwar; and some of our preachers had scruples of conscience about taking the
oath of allegiance in the different states where we laboured, and of course were forced to
leave their station. (Lee 1810:63)
The oaths of allegiance required a person to pledge fidelity to the American cause. Many
of the state oaths obligated the person to take up arms and fight for that cause if called upon.
Fighting gave Methodist preachers the most qualms. Many preachers were conscientious
objectors. Others did not want to fight because one could not hinerate and be a soldier at the same
time.^" However, most of the preachers were patriots in heart since they were native bom. Wesley
ordered all the English missionaries to retum to England. Asbury was the only one to stay behind.
"[1778] was a year of distress, and uncommon troubles. The war on one hand, and
persecution on the other, the preachers were separated from their flocks, and all conspired to
increase the burden of christians [sic]" (Lee 1810:64).
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In April 1780, Asbury reported, "Received three epistles from the Jerseys, soliciting three
or four preachers with good tiding of the work of God reviving in those parts" (1958a:346). In
1779, three preachers were assigned jointly to Philadelphia and New Jersey. In 1780, four
preachers were assigned to New Jersey by itself
The New York society deserves special attention. The British occupied New York from
September 1776 through November 1783. From the perspective ofthe Minutes. New York
Methodism did not exist from 1778 until 1783 because no official preacher was appointed to it and
it did not file an annual report with the conference. Since the American preachers were mostly
patriots, they could not cross British lines to itinerate in New York. That is why the New York
society was isolated from the rest ofAmerican Methodism. However, during the time of its
isolation, Samuel Spraggs "pastored"^^ Wesley Chapel in New York.^*
In Lost Chapters Recovered from the Earlv Historv of American Methodism ri 8581 J.B.
Wakeley argues that New York Methodism thrived during the war years. To support this thesis, he
analyzed recorded expenses paid by Wesley Chapel. They show that the society prospered
financially during its isolation. For example, it paid off its previous debt and purchased 2,000 love
feast tickets in 1 780 (1 858:275). Most of the other churches were closed or used for secular
purposes. Thus, many people attended preaching at Wesley Chapel who were not normally
associated with the Methodists.
Most of the Churches in the city being closed or converted into barracks, must have
greatly increased the congregation at the Methodist preaching-house and this vastly
increased their public collections. This is the only way I can account for their magnitude.
They were much larger during the war than before or after. (1858:287)
In the 1 777 Minutes. Spraggs was appointed to Frederick, Maryland. After 1 777, Spraggs
disappeared from the Minutes. He reappeared in the 1783 Minutes. In that year, he and John
Dickins were appointed to the New York society. Spraggs was a loyalist. In late 1777, he fled to
New York. In the safety of that environment, he continued his ministry at Wesley Chapel. As a
verification of this, Wesley Chapel lists him as its preacher from 1778 through 1782 (Wakeley
1858:577).
He was assisted by a local preacher named John Mann. Mann fled New York when the
loyalists left. Other Methodist leaders fled with him; namely, Robert Berry and Charles White.
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As the British left New York, most ofthe loyalists left with them. A majority relocated to
Canada. The immigration helped to jump-start Methodism in Nova Scotia. Among the immigrants
were some Methodist leaders. A few months after Dickins was appointed to New York in 1 783,
Spraggs left the city and withdrew from Methodism. Uhimately, he became the Episcopal pastor
in Elizabethtown. This exodus depleted the ranks ofNew York Methodism.
Other American sources were contributing to Methodist growth in the northern colonies
[i.e., Canada]. The loyalist exodus following the Brhish capitulation at Yorktown brought
twenty thousand settlers to Nova Scotia. . . . With them came many Methodists, especially
from New York. By 1786, there were 510 Methodists [on the rolls in Nova Scotia].
(Pierson 1964:183)
Additionally, many New York patriots were upset with the Methodists for being so
amiable to the British during the war. The Brhish considered New York Methodists friends. That
is why they did not convert Wesley Chapel into something more useful or close it during the
occupation ofNew York. These two facts, immigration and antipathy, help explain why the New
York society only reported 60 members in 1784.
In summary, during the years of occupation. New York Methodism flourished because of
the occupation and its positive relationship with the British army. However, as the contextual
situation changed in 1783, the institutional factors that aided Methodism during the occupation
hindered New York Methodism after the occupation. Thus, there is a decrease in members when
the 1784 report is compared with the 1777 report.
The War in the South." In late 1775, loyalists attacked the American militia in Virginia.
A force of 600 Tories and blacks was defeated by Virginian and North Carolinian armies. The
loyalists were able to bum Norfolk in January of 1776. Later the American militias recaptured the
city and totally destroyed it so that it could not be used as a base.
In June of 1776, the Brhish attacked Charleston and were repelled with heavy casualties.
Afterward, the South was free from Brhish attack for nearly three years.
57 This summary uses the same source material as the other war summary.
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During this time, people on the southem frontier fought Cherokee, Shawnee, and Delaware
Indians from Harrodsburg, Kentucky, north to Ohio, to include western Virginia. The Indians
forced the abandonment of all Kentucky frontier stations. Harrodsburg, Boonesborough, and St.
Asaphs became reinforced forts that were controlled by the Americans.
In 1779, the British determined to attack the South and work their way back to the North.
Detachments from New York landed in Georgia and captured Savannah in early 1779.
Washington sent troops to recapture Georgia. The fighting continued in South Carolina and
central North Carolina. The Americans were not successful.
The British continued to work in the South. Portsmouth and the Norfolk area were hit
hard. The French fleet came to the aid of the Americans. Together with American troops, the
French Navy tried to regain Savannah, but was unsuccessful.
In Tennessee and Kentucky, the Americans took the offensive against Indians. They
forced the Cherokees to tum neutral.
During the winter of 1779 and early 1780, British troop strength was 38,000.
Washington's troop strength was 27,000. However, the winter caused troop reductions and
mutinies for Washington.
After the winter, the British moved out from their strongholds and expanded their
positions. In March 1780, American forces were defeated in the Battle ofCamden, South
Carolina. In October, Patriots managed to capture a force of 900 Tories in North Carolina before
retreating for the winter. Indian wars continued on the frontier. In September of that year. General
Benedict Amold tumed redcoat. By December, Amold was leading Tories and British troops
against American forces in Virginia.
In the first half of 1781, the Americans led the British on a wild chase through Georgia
and the Carolina backcountry. During the chase, the Americans attacked the British with guerrilla
tactics. In March, heavy fighting ensued at the Battle ofGuilford Court House in North Carolina.
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Afterward, the Americans crossed over the Dan River to escape into Virginia. Before the British
gave up the chase, they had lost three-fourths of their initial army. Meanwhile, Amold was very
successful in Virginia. Washington opposed him with troops under the command of Lafayette.
However, the British managed to capture most ofVirginia. In May, Arnold and the bulk of British
forces linked up in Virginia.
The second halfof 1781 proved to be decisive for the American cause. The Americans
won the South Carolina campaign. The defeat of the British at Yorktown signaled the end of
fighting.
During 1782 and 1783, peace treaties were initiated and withdrawal of troops commenced
slowly. British troops left Wilmington, Delaware, in January of 1782. They left Savannah in July
and Charleston in December of the same year. The pullout on the East Coast was complete.
In the peace treaty, American boundaries were set along the Canadian border from Maine
to the Mississippi River. From the Canadian border, the boundary line went down the Mississippi
River to the GulfofMexico. France kept New Orleans. Spain gained Florida for her help and
alliance. Florida remained under Spanish control until 1818.
More than 10,000 Loyalists fled the country with the pull-out of the British. Most went to
Canada. Their land and belongings were confiscated. Those who remained were treated with
severity. They were expelled from all offices, barred from the professions and forced to pay
double or triple taxes.
The Southem Area Membership Summarv. The southern membership pattems are
different from the mid-Atlantic ones because the fighting in the South occurred at a different time.
Additionally, southem fighting affected the Virginia growth area more than the Maryland growth
area. Maryland was spared the bmnt of the fighting. As such, the Maryland membership pattem is
different from the Virginia growth area pattem.
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The membership in the Virginia growth area increased from 1775 through 1 776. Since
intense fighting happened in the eastem Virginia area in 1776, one would expect a membership
decline for that year. In actuality, there was a decline. When Norfolk was razed, it ceased to be a
circuit.^* Lee said, "Norfolk was left out of the minutes,-on account of the war, which had so
distressed the town, that we could not keep a preacher in that station" (1 810:60). Norfolk was the
eastem half of the Virginia growth area. A circuit called Norfolk does not reappear until the
1790s.^' Despite the decline in the Norfolk area, the Brunswick area of the Virginia growth area
posted very large gains in 1776. Those gains compensated for the Norfolk loss.
From mid- 1776 until 1779, the southem arena did not see much combat. This explains
why the membership did not decline during these years. In early 1779, the war retumed to the
South. For the next three years, the membership in the Virginia growth area declined from 5,090
to 4,164. During those same years, Methodism grew in all the other growth areas. Eastem Shore
and mid-Atlantic Methodism more than tripled their memberships in those years. The Maryland
growth area increased by 500 members.
In 1 779, Asbury wrote that there was a declension among believers and great troubles in
the South. The British captured Savannah and occupied Georgia. As they moved north, men were
put under arms and others began to flee. The buming of Suffolk and the plundering of
Portsmouth, Virginia, caused great anxiety (Asbury 1958a:302). During this time, intense combat
Even though Maryland did not see actual combat, it was affected by the war. While in
Baltimore in March 1776, Asbury reported that the people were greatly alarmed by the report of a
man-of-war being near. Many of them were moving out of town (1958a: 179). Six days later he
reported that the ship was in the river. Some moved off to avoid fighting, while others began to
bear arms (195 8a: 186). On August 24, 1777, Asbury said that many left Annapolis (1958a:245).
The Norfolk circuit reappeared in the 1 783 Minutes. James Morris was appointed to it.
However, it disappeared from the Minutes before the 1784 conference. No membership was
reported. There were attempts to establish other circuits in the Norfolk area. The Isle ofWright
was formed in 1782 and reported 366 members in 1783. In the following year, it disappeared fi-om
the Minutes. At that time, Nanesmond appeared in the Minutes. It reported 327 members in 1783
and 215 members in 1784.
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occurred in and around the Virginia growth area. Most ofVirginia was controlled by the British in
1781.
Of the year 1 779, Lee wrote.
In many places the societies were thrown into great disorder and confusion, by reason of
the war which continued to rage through the land. Many ofthe men were drafted, and
taken into the army, and many people left their homes to keep out ofthe way ofthe enemy,
and to save their property, by carrying it with them. (1810:68)
In reference to 1781, Lee said.
Many ofthe male members were drafted, and when the militia were called out, they had to
go into the army to fight, in the defense of their country. Some of them lost their lives,
and some made shipwreck of the faith, and but few of them returned home with as much
religion as they formerly possessed. ( 1 8 1 0:77)
Washington's army at this time numbered over 27,000 men. There were other American
armies under different generals which also numbered in the thousands. Many of these troops were
drafted by state milifias as fighting required. Thus, the total number ofAmerican soldiers
represented a significant percentage of the adult male population. The draft depleted some
societies ofmost of their men. Asbury complained that there were only two able-bodied men left
in a particular society and both were drafted to bear arms (1958a:408).
While itinerating in the war areas ofVirginia, Asbury almost abandoned his travels and
retumed north to Maryland. In 1780, the 7th Division of the militia crossed Asbury's path. At the
same time, an estimated 5,000 British troops tore two counties in pieces within six miles of
Williamsburg, Virginia. Asbury was headed in that direction but tumed to the north and crossed
the river to escape (1958a:385). A month later, while making his way through Virginia, Asbury
complained that the British almost threw themselves in his way. He did not wish to fall into their
hands (1958a:387). He lamented that the preachers do not attend to appointments or circuits when
the risk is too great. He included himself in that comment.
In reference to 1780, Lee wrote.
In many places the circuits and societies were so much interrupted by the armies, both of
our friends and of our enemy, which were marching through the country, that we had not
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as many members in society at conference, as we had the year before. Indeed some ofthe
circuits were wholly forsaken, and no return of the members could be made. (1 810:74)
Lee wrote similar comments regarding 1781.
The war was so distressing in [Virginia and some parts ofNorth Carolina], that the
preachers could not constantly attend their circuits; and many ofthe societies were
dispersed, and prevented from assembling together. (1810:77)
He added.
During [1781], the societies and circuits in Virginia, were more interrupted by the war,
than they had ever been before. The British army moved in various directions, and there
were many battles fought in the state; which kept the people constantly alarmed, and
prevented them from meeting at their usual times and places. And most ofthe time when
they did assemble for divine worship, their conversation was principally tumed upon the
times, and the disfresses of themselves and their friends. Before meeting would begin, and
as soon as it was closed, the inquiry was what is the news ofthe day? One would say my
son is killed; another my husband is wounded, or taken prisoner, or sick and likely to die,
&c. These things greatly hindered the progress of religion in the south ofVirginia.
(1810:78)
Of 1782, Lee wrote, "Some of our preachers left their circuits to keep out ofthe way ofthe
enemy: but others having more courage, continued to travel as usual, and to trust the Lord with
their bodies as well as their souls" (1810:82).
The pressing of horses by the militias also hindered the spread ofMethodism. When
soldiers pressed the circuit riders' horses into govemment service, the circuit riders could no longer
itinerate. On several occasions while itinerating in the Virginia growth area, Asbury reported that
the people would not come to preaching because they feared that their horses would be pressed.
When word spread that troops were near, many people took their horses and fled from the services.
It appears that the soldiers went to preaching services for the purpose of taking horses and
able-bodied men (1958a:354 and 368).
From mid- 1782 to mid-1784, the Virginia growth area increased its membership by 2,295,
its circuits by 1 1, and its traveling preachers by 13. That equals a 33 percent increase in members
and a 50 percent increase of circuits. The reason for this dramatic tumaround can be found in Lee.
Of 1783, he said.
The revolutionary war being now closed, and a general peace established, we could go into
all parts ofthe country without fear; and to preach in many places where we had not been
before. We soon saw the fmit of our labours in the new circuits, and in various parts of
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the country, even in old places where we had preached in former years with but little
success. (1810:84)
One thing in particular, that opened the way for the spreading ofthe gospel by our
preachers was this: during the war, which had continued seven or eight years, many ofthe
members of our societies had, through fear, necessity, or choice, moved into the back
settlements, and into new parts of the country: and as soon as the national peace was
settled, and the way was open, they solicited us to come among them; and by their earnest
and frequent petitions, both verbal and written, we were prevailed on, and encouraged to
go among them. (Lee 1810:84-85)
Lee explained further, "The Lord prospered us much in the thinly settled parts ofthe
country, where, by collecting together the old members of our society, and by joining some new
ones with them, the work greatly revived, and the heavenly flame of religion spread far and wide"
(1810:85).
Of 1784, he said,
We had a gracious revival of religion this year in many ofthe frontier circuits, and the way
was opening fast for us to enlarge our borders, and to spread the gospel through various
places where we had never been before. The call of the people was great, for more
labourers to be sent into the harvest. (1810:89)*�
In summary, warfare negatively impacted the Virginia growth area and caused decline as it
displaced people, hindered the itinerating of the preachers, disrupted circuits, depleted male
attendance through the draft, and caused people not to attend preaching out of fear of losing their
horses. The years of decline and the times and places of fighting correspond to each other. This
indicates that the war was a primary contextual factor that caused membership decline in the
Virginia growth area. Following the war, the Virginia growth area experienced tremendous
progress. This is a fiirther evidence that the war was the primary hindrance to growth in the
Virginia growth area from mid-1779 to mid-1782.
^� It can be deduced that the above quotes refer to the Virginia growth area for several
reasons. First, the Eastem Shore growth area continued to grow in every year except 1780. Plus,
it did not have a fi-ontier or thinly settled areas. Second, the Maryland growth area actually
declined from 1782 to 1784. It lost 366 members and one preacher. Third, the mid-Afianfic grew
from 1778 through 1783. It did have a growing frontier in Pennsylvania. But it increased by only
one circuit from 1782 to 1784.
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Problems with Persecution. Persecution and those things associated with it also hurt the
spread ofMethodism. The Maryland and Eastern Shore growth centers received more actual
persecution than the Virginia growth area. The Methodists in the Virginia growth area were
indigenous and patriotic. They identified with the common people and the people identified with
them. Also, the Tory activism of the English missionaries did not affect them as much because of
their distance from them. Plus, Virginia Methodism purposely distanced itself from the English
church.
In 1776, Asbury fried to get a Methodist work started in Annapolis, Maryland. The people
were very hostile to Methodism. By April 1777, the hostility in Annapolis turned violent
(1958a:236). Asbury stated, "Riding after preaching to R.P.'s, my chaise was shot through: but the
Lord preserved my person" (1958a:236). ft is not known whether the bullet was fired on purpose
or by accident. On June 27, 1777, Asbury fried to preach in Annapolis but American soldiers
purposely made so much noise that they drowned him out (1958a:241). In March 1778, a
Methodist preacher by the name ofWrenn was cast into prison at Annapolis. Finally, Asbury put
the Annapolis work on hold.
On March 18, 1778, Asbury sequestered himself on account of the war and his precarious
situation.
The reason of this retirement was as follows. From March 10, 1778, on conscientious
principles I was a non-juror, and could not preach in the state ofMaryland; and therefore
withdrew to Delaware State, where the clergy were not required to take the State oath;
though, with a clear conscience, I could have taken the oath of the Delaware State, had it
been required; and would have done it, had I not been prevented by a tender fear of hurting
the scrupulous conscience of others. (Asbury 1958a:267)
During his self-imposed confinement, Asbury stayed at Judge White's house (1958a:264).
In April 1778, Judge White was taken away under suspicion of being Tory (1958a:265). He was
an Episcopalian but was arrested more than once for being a "friend of the Methodists." Asbury
became nervous and hid in the swamp for safety (1 958a:265).
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In April 1778, Asbury reported that a young Methodist circuit rider named Joseph Hartley
was arrested in Queen Ann County, Maryland (1958a:266). In September 1778, Asbury lamented
that Hartley was still in prison for preaching in Maryland. Opposers wanted him to quit preaching,
According to Asbury, his imprisonment was illegal because he took the Maryland oath
(1958a:3 13). He was released on the condition that he stop preaching. Afterward, he went to
Talbot County to preach and was rearrested (Lee 1810:65). In February of 1780, Asbury reported
that Hartley had been released from the Talbot jail (1958a:335).
While riding his horse in Queen Ann's County in Maryland, Freeborn Garrettson was
chased, thrown from his horse, beaten, and left to die. In February 1780, he was judged and
condemned in Dorchester County for preaching. Two days later, he was thrust into the Cambridge
jail. Asbury reported that he was treated with severity (1958a:338-339). Two brothers paid a
$100,000 bond for Garrettson's release from the Cambridge jail. Finally, the Delaware govemor
intervened as a favor to Asbury. "[Garrettson] came out of jail by the order of the govemor and
council ofMaryland, who had sent to the govemor ofDelaware to know ifFreebom Garrettson
were not a fugitive and had received satisfactory information" (Asbury 1958a:340).
Asbury bemoaned that part of God's flock was carried away captive (1958a:267). In May
1778, he complained that "two more of our preachers have been apprehended, rather than do
violence to conscience" (1958a:270). According to Lee, in 1781,
Some of the Methodists were bound in conscience not to fight; and no threatening could
compel them to bear arms or hire a man to take their places. In consequence of this, some
of them were whipped, some were fined, and some were imprisoned; others were sent
home, and many were much persecuted. (1810:77)
In July 1 780, while in Delaware, Asbury wrote, "I saw today a political libel; the
Methodists are stmck at, but every charge is false" (1958a:308). Because of the bad press, some
people were encouraged to persecute Methodists. If a person was disposed to persecute a
Methodist preacher, it was only necessary to call him a Tory, and the person might treat him as
cruelly as he pleased. "I heard of the violent proceedings of some men at Lewis's, [Delaware,]
218
who were encouraged by persons who ought to know better" (1958a:3 10). In this year, Eastern
Shore Methodism declined by 153 members.*'
In March of 1780, Asbury complained that Methodists were persecuted by Tories and by
Patriots. He called the Tories "some of our greatest enemies" (1958a:340). In some places, like
Maryland, officials were very prejudiced against Methodists. For example, "The judge at Caroline
County [Maryland] court was often heard to speak against the Methodists" (1958a:318). Later,
Asbury said that most people had prejudices against Methodists and opposed them out of nature.
However, after they got to know the Methodists better by means of constant preaching and a
visible presence, the prejudices began to wear off When the prejudices wore off, the people
would come to hear the preaching (1958a:340). This was Methodism's strategy for dealing with
persecution and rejection.*^
In May 1779, Asbury wrote, "Many faithful, zealous men are raised up for the work in the
States, who only want a little instruction, and they are ready to spend and be spent for souls"
(1958a:301). Then he qualified his comment by saying, "We don't have enough proper preachers,
some who are gifted can't go into all the states where we need them because of oaths, others are
under bail and can't leave the state or local area" (1958a:3 1 8). This last comment demonstrates the
seriousness ofMethodist persecution.
Persecution and the state oaths were limiting factors that restricted the spread of
Methodism during this time. This problem was more severe in Maryland than in Virginia.
In 1 777, Rankin and Rodda left America. Rodda was an outspoken Tory who stirred up
much opposifion. "Mr. Rodda had taken some imprudent steps in favor of the Tories; a company
of them having collected in Delaware state, below Philadelphia. Mr. Rodda's conduct brought
many sufferings, and much trouble, on the Methodist preachers and people" (Lee 1810:62).
"
Many early American Methodist preachers demonstrated a persecution complex. Asbury
is an example. Repeatedly, he noted that bad things happened to those who persecute Methodists.
He believed that God judged on the Methodist behalf The following illustrates this: "I do not
recollect an instance of one preacher that has been thus treated, that something distressing has not
followed his persecutors; it may not be for the preacher's holiness, but rather the cause ofGod
which the Etemal vindicates" (1958a:404).
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Other Factors That Affected Methodism from 1 776 to 1 784
Sometimes, opposition to Methodism took the form of religious rivalry. However, it is
almost impossible to know to what extent religious rivalry affected membership.
When early American Methodism entered into an area where there were churches, it was
usually opposed as unwanted competition. The tensions increased as Methodism began to prosper
because many participants were affiliated with local churches. Asbury detailed the strained
relationship that Methodism had with other denominations in a letter he wrote to Wesley in 1783.
A brief summary of the letter will show the extent of the problem as Asbury understood it.
I have been travelling through various parts ofWest Jersey. We have within these three
years past made large strides in East and West Jersey. In the most public, and some ofthe
extreme parts, a few hundreds have joined us, of different denominations. We are much
beset with a mixed people, warm for their own peculiarifies in doctrines and forms. I
could not have thought that the Reformed churches had so much policy, and stubborn
prejudices. No means are left untried to prevent us. (1958c:29-30)*'
The Calvinists on one hand, and the Universalians [sic] on the other, very much retard the
work ofGod, especially in Pennsylvania and the Jerseys, for they both appear to keep
people from seeking heart religion. ... In Virginia, North and South Carolina, and
Georgia, the Baptists labour to stand by . . . the good old cause. I think you ought always
to keep the front of the Arminian Magazine filled with the best pieces you can get, both
ancient and modem, against Calvinism. (1958c:30-31).
When other denominations saw that their members were tuming to the Methodists and
participating in their societies, they began to institute policies to prevent it. The following quote
gives insight into the intensity of that situation. "It appears to be high market day among every
denomination of people; availing themselves of the work, they are labouring to detach those who
would be members from our society" (Asbury 1958a:398). At this time, Methodism was not a
church. Asbury and Wesley envisioned Methodism as a revival movement. They welcomed the
participafion of Chrisfians from all churches who would abide by the Methodist discipline and
seek to flee from the wrath to come. This aroused suspicion and anger in the old denominations.
" Asbury said that sickness and a high rate ofmortality contributed to the growth of
Methodism in the New Jersey area during this time. It made people more concemed with their
need for religion and it countered the decline caused by peace with England and prosperity
(1958c:30).
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Is Methodism intended for the benefit of all denominations of reformed Christians? Can a
Quaker, as well as a member of any other church, be in Society, and hold his own outward
peculiarities, without being forced to received the ordinances? It is well known that all
dissenters [nonAnglicans], when any of their members join us, tum them out. This is done
out of policy, to get them from us altogether; but they will be tired of this when they suffer
byit. (1958c:31)
The controversies over the sacraments in the South drove many Methodists back to their
old churches. In the letter, Asbury argued that the ordinances are a stumbling block for Methodists
for that reason.
I reverence the ordinances ofGod; ... but 1 clearly see they have been made the tools of
division and separation We have joined with us at this time, those who have been
Presbyterian, Dutch, and English, Lutherans, Mennonites, low Dutch, and Baptists. Ifwe
preach up ordinances to these people, ... we shall drive them back to their old churches
that have disowned them; and who will do all they can to separate them from us.
(1958c:31)
Problems with Baptists. Competition with Baptists was a constant reality in the South and
a cause of great frusfration to Asbury. The Baptist problem was especially severe in the Virginia
growth area. In that area, Methodists and Baptists drank from the same revival fountain.
Asbury referred to the Baptists as "ghosts following us from one place to another." Many
times the Baptist preachers would sit in the congregation and heckle. At other times, the Baptists
and the Methodists preached to the same people. The people would not know which to choose
because they liked the preaching of both (1958a:306). In April 1780, Asbury wrote, "The Baptists
show their enmity, and go from house to house persuading weak people to be dipped, and not to
hear the Methodists; and they bring their preachers in our absence" (1958a:344). While in North
Carolina, Asbury complained that the Baptist controversy tumed many aside (1958a:359). Later
he quipped, "Some of the Baptists rage because we have what they lost" (1958a:372). Then he
laments, "There is a great falling away; . . . [the Baptists] have preached to them water, more than
holiness; and have brought confrision among the Methodists" (1958a:379).
Later he said that the Baptists stole Methodists when the preachers were gone to
conference. In 1780, Asbury wrote,
I appointed brother Joseph Wyatt to keep the ground against the Baptists, and to supply
our places here instead of the travelling preacher that are going to conference: for John's
221
people [a reference to John the "Baptist"] intent to come a fishing about when we are
gone. (1958a:344)
In the 1783 Minutes, the conference told the traveling preachers to "engage as many local
preachers as can be depended upon" to supply the circuits with preachers in time of conference
(MEC 1813:41-42).
In December 1780, Asbury said a work was breaking out in Delaware but the people were
so harassed by the Baptists that it would not last. He wrote, "Called to warn my brethren against
the poisonous and false principles of opposing sectarists. I was doing only what it was my
bounden duty to do, and, indeed, acting on the defense" (1958a:393). In 1784, Asbury complained
that a neighborhood in North Carolina had been poisoned by the preaching ofAntinomianism
(Calvinism) and the "plunging" of Baptists (1958a:458). Finally, he determined to avoid Baptist
bashing. He was convicted about saying anything evil of any denomination. He vowed that he
would not speak about their faults behind their backs and that he would prevent others from doing
the same(1958a:471).
Competition with the Baptists was a negative growth factor to the extent that it caused
confusion, took members away from Methodism, and deflected institutional energies.
In early America, most people did not live in a place where they could choose from a
variety of churches. In sparsely populated areas, most traditional churches could not operate.
Because ofthe circuit system, Methodism was able to function in these areas. For different
reasons, so could the Baptists. In this environment, Methodists and Baptists competed for the
same people. This caused conflict and hindered the growth ofMethodism. However, the
competitive spirit that was inculcated during this period served Methodism well. It fostered an
evangelistic zeal that pushed Methodism to work for new converts.
Problems and Cooperation with Episcopal Priests. Some Episcopal clergy opposed
Methodism out of prejudice or principle. In many places, the clergy attempted to silence the
preaching ofMethodist preachers because the Methodists were not ordained or were too
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evangelical. This was especially true in the mid-Atlantic area. It was also true in Maryland to an
extent. For example, in 1780, the Episcopal clergy in Somerset, Maryland, organized a smear
campaign based on a book written by Bishop Warburton*" (1958a:340). In the years following the
campaign, the Methodist society in Somerset decreased by 250 members. At the same time, the
overall membership of Eastem Shore Methodism skyrocketed as all the other circuits posted
annual increases in membership. Even though it is not possible to show that the "smear campaign"
caused the decline in the Somerset circuit, it is likely that the opposition from the Anglicans
contributed to it.
However, many priests were neutral or favorable to Methodism. In August 1783, Asbury
reported that four Anglican clergymen worked closely with the Methodists. He listed them as
Jarratt in Virginia, Pettigrew in North Carolina, Dr. Magaw in Philadelphia, and Mogden in New
Jersey (1958c:28). Asbury promoted a positive relationship with the Episcopal clergy. He worked
to avoid a separation firom that church. The southem Methodists were not always keen to the idea.
In reference to the Virginia preachers, he lamented, "After all my labour to unite the Protestant
Episcopal ministry to us, they say, 'We don't want your unconverted ministers; the people will not
receive them' " (1958a:322).
A Lack ofTraveling Preachers. In 1782, Asbury complained that the people in backwoods
areas were greatly wanting in ministers but he was unable to supply their want. In January 1783,
he exclaimed that "we have great calls to South Carolina and Georgia" (1958a:437). It has already
been shown that the Virginia growth center added 1 1 circuits from 1782 to 1784. Methodism's
ability to expand and keep up with growth opportunities depended on its ability to recmit, train,
maintain, and deploy circuit riders to the new areas.
"William Warburton (1698-1 779) was bishop ofGloucester. In 1 762 he published his
Doctrine of Grace directed against John Wesley's views" (Asbury 1958a:340n).
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Marriage also took human resources from the ministry. When an itinerant got married, he
had to care for his wife and family. That limited his usefulness and his ability to itinerate.
Marriage also robbed Methodism of badly needed experience. Anticipating this problem, Asbury
pushed for the following solution.
We spoke of a plan for building houses in every circuit for preachers' wives, and the
society to supply their families with bread and meat; so the preachers should travel from
place to place, as when single: for unless something of the kind be done, we shall have no
preachers but young ones, in a few years; they will marry and stop. (1958a:356)
The plan was not adopted. In the 1 783 conference, Asbury tried to alleviate some ofthe stress by
giving married traveling preachers extra income for the support of their wives. The northem
conference raised �200. The southem conference raised only �60. Lee stated, "Some of our
leading men in particular circuits did not approve of it; and thought it unreasonable that they
should raise money for a woman they never saw; and whose husband never preached among them"
(1 810:83). It is likely that the leading men to whom Lee refers were the local preachers in the
South. Most were married and enjoyed filling in where there was a void of traveling preachers.
The marrying of circuit riders continued to strain Methodism's ability to expand and fill
established circuits.
Problems with Cultures. During this time, Methodism stmggled with cross-cultural issues.
While in westem Virginia, Asbury wished he had German-speaking preachers. He believed that
Methodism would be successfiil if it ministered to German-speaking people (1958a:406). Many
times he spoke to the German brethren but could not start a work with them due to a lack of
bilingual preachers. In Winchester, Virginia, the polyglot makeup of the community made it very
difficuh for Asbury to minister (1958a:443). Cultural barriers also existed with the blacks.
Asbury recognized his limitations in preaching to blacks. In 1780, he stated, "If I had two horses,
and Harry (a coloured man) to go with, and drive one, and meet the black people, and to spend
about six months in Virginia and the Carolinas, it would be attended with a blessing" (1958a:362).
Cultural limitations hindered Methodism's ability to grow in ethnically diverse communhies.
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Funeral Evangelism. Funeral services continued to be an evangelistic tool during this
period. Asbury commented, "About a thousand people attended to hear the funeral sermon of John
Laws His experience and death have wrought powerfully on the hearts ofmany ... so even in
this unpromising place there is a prospect of religion" (1958a:302). Later, Asbury preached a
funeral for a young woman. The people were very serious. Joseph Cromwell exhorted.
"Strangers attended, that did not, would not before quarterly meeting. These people were drawn. .
. . Life begets life" (1958a:334).*^ Asbury often spoke ofthe benefits associated with a funeral
sermon and exhortation because unawakened people attended the services. Death was a stark
reality and a wonderftil object lesson. An opportunity to respond to the message was buih into the
service.
The Virginia Growth Center Separation and Its Effects
In 1 779, a southem mutiny occurred in Methodism. The separation happened in the
Virginia growth area, including all ofNorth Carolina. It reflected the ethos of southem
Methodism and the independent mindset that was so characteristic of Strawbridge and his
disciples. Also, it graphically illustrates the regionalism of early American Methodism. All
through the early history ofMethodism until the formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
South, this ethos continued to manifest itself. The following is a chapter in that story.
Jesse Lee was a southem preacher and an active participant in the 1779 division. His
history will be quoted. Afterward, Asbury's point of view will be woven into it.
In the course of this year there were great troubles and distresses in the Methodist
connection, both among preachers and private members; owing to an unhappy division
which took place among the travelling preachers. Many of our travelling preachers in
Virginia and North Carolina, seeing and feeling the want of the instituted means of grace
among our societies; (and there being but few church ministers in that part ofthe country,
and most part of them strangers to heart-felt religion) concluded, that if God had called
them to preach, he had called them also to administer the ordinances of baptism and the
Lord's Supper. (Lee 1810:63)
65 See (Asbury 1958a:334-336) for more examples of "funeral evangelism."
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The preachers at the Virginia Conference followed the Presbyterian model of the early
church. In the absence of a bishop, they ordained three preachers who then formed a presbytery
and ordained others to include some local preachers (Lee 1810:63).
The preachers thus ordained, went forth preaching the gospel in their circuits as formerly,
and administered the sacraments wherever they went, provided the people were willing to
partake with them. Most part of our preachers in the south, fell in with this new plan; and
as the leaders ofthe party were very zealous, and the greater part of them very pious men,
the private members were influenced by them, and pretty generally fell in with their
measures. However, some of the old Methodists would not commune with them, but
steadily adhered to their former customs. (Lee 1810:63-64)
Asbury and other preachers from the northern conference went to the 1 780 Virginia
conference with an ultimatum. At first, no agreement was reached, but a compromise was offered
as they were leaving. The southem preachers ceased from administering the sacraments and
agreed to unity with the northern preachers under the old Methodist plan until Wesley responded
to their petition and acted on their problem. Originally, the moratorium was for one year.
However, the problem was not resolved until the Christmas Conference in 1784 when Wesley
ordained Methodist ministers for America and established an independent church. In the
meanfime, Asbury took firm control of American Methodism and maintained unity.
Asbury estimated that twenty promising preachers and over 3,000 people would have been
lost if the division happened (1958a:350). That equaled half ofMethodism. Even after the
southem preachers agreed to Asbury's plan, many southem preachers still believed they were right
in what they did. They compromised for the sake of unity.
The Significance ofthe Sectional Crisis. The sectional crisis highlights six factors that
influenced the pattem and growth of early American Methodism.
First, prior to the 1780 conference, the conference in Virginia had precedence over the
conference in Maryland and Delaware in that the northem conference was preparatory to the
southern one. After 1780, Asbury gave the mling authority to the northern conference in that the
northem conference could veto any decisions made by the southem conference. In so doing, he
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subjugated the decisions ofthe southern conference to the will ofthe northern conference, which
included the traveling preachers from the Maryland, Eastern Shore, and mid-Atlantic growth areas.
This was a political move because Asbury enjoyed allegiance in those areas.**
The emerging slavery debate evinces how the northem conference used its privilege to
force an unpopular issue onto the South. Prior to the reunification ofthe northern and southern
conferences in 1 780, the northem conference declared that traveling preachers had to give promise
to free their slaves. Furthermore, they stated, "Slavery is contrary to the laws ofGod, man, and
nature, and hurtful to society, contrary to the dictates of conscience and pure religion, and doing
that which we would not others should do to us and ours" (MEC 1813:25). They voted to
disapprove the conduct of all their friends who owned slaves and pleaded for their freedom.*'
In retrospect, the reprimand seems mild in comparison to the antislavery rhetoric that
circulated in some parts ofthe country at that time. Many of the northem states outlawed slavery
during and following the Revolutionary War. Quakers and other religious organizations
campaigned for manumission. The slavery issue represented a national debate that divided the
country along sectional and ideological lines. As expected, many southem Methodists were
In the 1779 conference, the question was asked, "Why was the Delaware conference
held?" "For the convenience of the preachers in the northem stations, that we might all have an
opportunity ofmeeting in conference; ... it is considered also as preparatory to the conference in
Virginia" (MEC 1813:19). Asbury reversed that order. For the year 1782, Lee wrote, "As the
conference in the north was of the longest standing, it was allowed greater privileges than that in
the south; especially in making mles, and forming regulations for the societies. Accordingly, when
any thing was agreed to in the Virginia conference, and afterwards disapproved of in the Baltimore
conference, it was dropped. But if any mle was fixed and determined on at the Baltimore
conference, the preachers in the south were under the necessity of abiding by it. The southem
conference was considered at that time as a convenience, and designed to accommodate the
preachers in that part of the work, and to do all the business of a regular conference, except that of
making or altering mles" (1810:78-79)
^"^
Immediately following the unificafion, Asbury took the slavery cause to the South. While
in Virginia in June 1780 he wrote, "I spoke to some select friends about slave-keeping but they
could not bear it: this I know, God will plead the cause of the oppressed, though it gives offense to
say so here. O Lord, banish the infemal spirit of slavery from thy dear Zion" (1958a:355). Later
he invited a black man to preach to a white congregation. He said that they listened with attention.
After the 1783 conference in Virginia, Asbury reported that all agreed in the spirit of African
liberty (1 95 8a:441).
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insulted by the northem conference's resolution and disapprobation. This feeling is echoed by Lee.
He stated, "It is evident that the preachers in this case went too far in their censures; and their
language in their resolves was calculated to irritate the minds of our people, and by no means
calculated to convince them of their error" (Lee 1810:72).**
Second, following the reunification, many local preachers in the South continued to
oppose Asbury and to cause discontent and disunity in Methodism over the issue of sacraments
and ordination. Asbury's joumal gives insight into the problem.
A few ofthe local preachers have made a stir [about the ordinances], and the travelling
preachers have withdrawn from them and their adherents. ... The local preachers tell [thelocal Methodists] ofthe ordinances, and they catch at them like fish at a bait; but when
they are informed that they will have to give up the travelling preachers, I apprehend theywill not be so fond of their new plan; and if I judge right, the last struggle of a yielding
party will be made at the approaching conference to be held at Manakintown. (1958a:414)
There is a considerable disfi-ess amongst our sociefies [in the South], caused by some of
the local preachers, who are not satisfied unless they administer the ordinances without
ordination, and the whole circuit appears to be more or less finctured with their spirit
(1958a:415)
Asbury added, "I find many ofthe people and some of the local preachers quite warm about the
ordinances on which subject there is much disputation" (Asbury 1958a:425).
There was a deep-seated rejection ofAsbury's leadership by many local preachers in the
South. Many local preachers had a long and successful ministry in the Virginia growth area. In
1776, Lee reported, "The work of God thus increased on every side, and more preachers were soon
wanting. And the Lord raised up several young men, who were exceeding useful as local
preachers" (1810:57). The revival in the South outpaced Methodism's ability to man it with
traveling preachers. Southem Methodism grew by more than 3,000 members from 1775 to 1777.
The local preachers filled the void and carved out for themselves a respected ministry in that area.
In 1785, while at conference in North Carolina, Coke spoke out strongly against slavery
and agitated some of the people there. Lee rebuked Coke for his harsh words. Afterward, Coke
objected to Lee's character (Asbury 1958a:487n).
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To Asbury, the local preachers, especially those in Virginia, represented a threat and a
force with which to contend because they were not under his direct control in the same way as the
traveling preachers. Asbury tried to contain them through legislation. Beginning in 1779, a series
of rules were put in place to control local preachers. In that year, every local preacher was ordered
to follow the directions ofthe traveling preachers and only preach in assigned places. In 1780,
they were required to get a note from a traveling preacher on a quarterly basis and give satisfaction
in regards to their life, character, and ministry. In 1781, local preachers were forbidden to travel in
a circuit even if it was vacant without the consent ofAsbury or the nearest traveling preacher. In
1782, the conference asked three questions related to local preachers and the raging controversies
surrounding their ministry. The first tried to identify and guard against disorderly local preachers.
The second disowned local preachers and their followers who separated from the official
Methodist organization. The third tried to guard against impostors. In 1783, it was clear that
many of the local preachers had ignored the 1779 order to manumit their slaves. The 1783
conference decided to try them one more year. After that, they were to be suspended. In 1784, the
conference asked, "What shall we do with our local Preachers who will not emancipate their slaves
in the states where the laws admit it? Try those in Virginia another year" (MEC 1813:47). The
local preachers in Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania were to be suspended. Why
the special treatment for Virginia? Because the local preachers there were a powerful force in
early American Methodism that required special attention.
Thu-d, the southem itinerants had their own leaders. Like the local preachers, they were
not united around Wesley or Asbury in the same way as the preachers in the other areas. Most of
them came out of the ranks of local preachers. They refiected Strawbridge's influence and
practice.*' Consequently, Asbury forced the issue of obedience to his mle. At the 1782 southern
In September 1781, Asbury visited Bush Chapel. For the previous five years, Strawbridge
had mn his societies without yielding to Asbury's authority. Strawbridge died prior to Asbury's
visit. In reference to his death, Asbury stated, " Pride is a busy sin. He is now no more: upon the
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conference, Asbury asked all the preachers to sign a pledge to "cleave to the old plan" so they
could have confidence in each other.� The pledge also required them to give up any plan of
separation. All but Garrettson signed (1958a:424)." The preachers at the northem conference
signed the pledge on May 20, 1782 (1958a:425).
According to Lee, the leaders of the southern division were Philip Gatch, John Dickins,
and James O'Kelly (Lee 1810:73). Asbury included Edward Dromgoole and William Glendenning
in that list (1958a:300 and 423). Like Garrettson, Gatch was a Strawbridge convert. Eighteen
itinerants approved of the separation."
Some of these leaders continued to oppose Asbury. In 1784, Glendenning devised a plan
to lay Asbury aside and to abridge his powers. Asbury said that Wesley's letter settled the issue.""
Asbury was not fond ofGlendenning. In Asbury's view, he was a charismatic-enthusiast who had
great dreams and visions. Asbury attributed his clairvoyance to arrogance. Uhimately,
Glendenning withdrew from Methodism (Asbury 1958a:460). He appealed to be readmitted but
his request was denied.
O'Kelly's name is primarily associated with the 1792 mutiny in which he and other
preachers withdrew from Methodism over the issue ofAsbury's autocratic authority in the
whole, I am inclined to think the Lord took him away in judgment, because he was in a way to do
hurt to his cause" (1958a:41 1).
'" "Rode that evening . . . where a watch-night was held by brothers Finney, Bailey, and
Foster. I spoke to our brethren upon a firm and lasting union; it was opposed. ... It began to be a
doubt with me whether I should leave Virginia until conference" (Asbury 1958a:380). None ofthe
above mentioned preachers appear on the pledge list (MEC 1 813:28).
" He was one of Strawbridge's converts and an itinerant in the Eastern Shore. He was in
Maryland, but his heart was with the Virginian brethren. Garrettson capitulated in May and was
warmly greeted by Asbury.
Their names are listed in Asbury's Joumal (1958a:381).
In 1779, the American conference voted that Asbury should be the general assistant in
America. His authority was limited to "Hearing every preacher for and against what is in debate,
the right of determination shall rest with him according to the Minutes" (MEC 1813:20). In 1782,
the conference unanimously chose Asbury to act according to Wesley's original appointment, and
preside over the American conferences and the whole work (MEC 1813:37). It was not until
December 1783 that a letter from Wesley designated Asbury to that poshion. All the preachers
were directed to submh to his authority (1958a:450).
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stationing of preachers. He was a Virginian and the father ofRepublican Methodism (a splinter
church that O'Kelly and others formed after their defection from the MEC). The seeds ofO'Kelly's
future defection began with Strawbridge and continued to germinate during this time. For example,
in November 1 780, the preachers came to consult further about their appointments. All agreed to
their appointments except Garrettson. He did not want to return to Bahimore. His case was
brought before the assembled preachers. They conferred. Their judgment prevailed against
Garrettson and he took his appointment (Asbury 1958a:388). Between this incident and 1792,
Asbury assumed the authority to appoint preachers without recourse or consultation.
Fourth, not everyone in the South was 100 percent united behind the southem mutiny.
Many opposed it. Some who opposed the mutiny were expelled. Others withdrew voluntarily. In
1779, Asbury received information that the southem brethren intended to expel all who would not
submh to their adminisfration of sacraments (1958a:322). During his tour of the South after
unification, Asbury noted that "some left our societies at the time of division" (1958a:355). He
emphasized in his joumal that the separation caused a decline in members, preachers, and the spirh
of tme religion. All over the circuits where the ordinances were given, Asbury found coldness and
a lack of discipline. He complained that the southem preachers were so concemed with
ordinances and their new prestige that they ceased to push the people for holiness. However, he
saw a silver lining in the falling away. "I am persuaded this division will cause the sincere, among
the preachers and people, to cleave closer to doctrine and discipline, and may be the means of
purging our societies of those who are cormpt in their principles" (1958a:418).
Fifth, the ordinance issue temporarily separated the southem Methodists from the
Episcopal priests. Asbury and Wesley had urged the Methodists to keep to the Episcopal Church
and use its priests for their sacramental needs. After unification, Jarratt resumed his leadership
and sacerdotal ministry in southern Methodism. If fact, the southem preachers were to consuh
with him and take his advice when Asbury was not available (MEC 1813:37). In late 1784,
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Asbury made a keen observation about the relationship between the two organizations. "The
Methodists are most likely to have permanent success [in post-war Virginia], because the
inhabitants are generally Episcopalians" (1958a:470). For many reasons, Anglicanism declined
during and after the war. In the areas where Methodism had a good relationship with Anglicanism,
Methodist membership benefited from Anglican decline.'"
Sixth, in May 1780, Asbury wrote, "Our people's leaving the Episcopal Church has
occasioned the people of that church to withdraw from our preaching I advised our people to
attend the Episcopal Church, that prejudice might be removed; then their people will attend us"
(1958a:352). Methodism used its positive relationship with the Episcopal Church as a means to
overcome prejudice against Methodism and to make the MEC more appealing to Episcopalians.
In summary, Asbur> said that the ordinance division caused a decline in membership in the
Virginia growth area. Undoubtedly, he was right. However, the ordinance debate happened
during the time when the area was embroiled in combat. It has already been shown that the
fighting also caused decline. It is not possible, however, to know how much of the decline was
caused by the fighting and how much was caused by the intemal sfrife and power struggle.
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate how contextual and institutional factors
infiuenced membership change. Membership change is a very complex issue that usually defies
single-cause explanations.
The following references demonstrate the symbiotic relationship that Asbury wanted
Methodism to have with the Episcopal clergy. "Three clergymen attended [our quarterly meeting
in Delaware] with great friendship. . . . We had a close conversation with the clergy, who
informed themselves of our mles and were willing to give us all the assistance they could by word
and deed" (1958a:3 19). After preaching the fimeral for a Methodist in a bam filled with 400
people, the Rev. Magaw invited Asbury to help him in the bapfizing of the children. The Rev.
Neill gave an exhortation (1958a:341). Later, Asbury noted that the preaching ofMagaw at a
Methodist chapel mitigated the prejudices of the people in that area so that they were more
receptive to Methodism (1958a:345). Methodism also benefited the Anglican Church. Good
Methodists made good Episcopalians because they were conscientious about their duty to the
sacraments and church attendance. After attending communion at an Episcopal church, Asbury
mused, "Communicants increase daily, for people get awakened by us; when this is the case, they
go to the Lord's supper" (1958a:342).
CHAPTER 6
Regional Analysis of the Growth and Decline ofthe MEC: 1785 through 1 800
In a letter to an Episcopal bishop, Thomas Coke gave an insider's perspective into the
numerical strength of early American Methodism in 1 791 . He said there were 60,000 adult
members in the United States, 250 traveling preachers, and a great number of local preachers that
far exceeded the number of traveling preachers (Asbury 1958c:96). Because Methodism had strict
membership requirements and only counted members in their annual summaries. Coke attempted
to estimate the actual numerical strength of the MEC in terms of the standards used to enumerate
parishioners in other denominations.
Ifwe number the Methodists as most people number the members of their church, viz., by
the families which constantly attend the divine ordinances in the places ofworship, they
will make a larger body than you possibly conceive. The Society, I believe may be safely
multiplied by five on an average, to give us our stated congregations, which will then
amount to 300,000. . . The adults which form our congregations [members and
nonmembers who attend regular preaching] in these states amount to 750,000. About
one-fifth of these being black. (Asbury 1958c:96)
In a letter to Philip Van Cortlandt in 1797, Asbury estimated the numerical influence of
the MEC. He wrote, "Altho [sic] we do not number yet, we may calculate upon one hundred
thousand that stand in the above states in friendship and are in some degree of fellowship with us
and perhaps ten hundred thousand that are our regular hearers" (1958c: 162). This is an
extraordinary claim that punctuates the influence that Methodism had on America at that time.
During the 1790s, the influence of the MEC was far reaching. By 1 800, it had a total
American membership of 65,098. It was active in each of the four regions ofAmerica and in
Upper and Lower Canada. From 1 790 through 1 800, New England Methodism burgeoned to
7,236 members and existed in every New England state. Mid-Atlantic Methodism increased from
3,624 to 15,065 members. Membership on the southem fronfier grew from 90 in 1787 to 2,646 in
1794. Afterward, it plateaued and declined by 349. Following 1800, fronfier membership lurched
forward on the momentum ofthe camp meeting phenomenon, emigration, and the impulse ofthe
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Second Great Awakening. From 1784 through 1792, southern Methodist membership exploded
from 12,299 members to 50,192. In 1799, that membership had declined to 38,591. By 1800, the
southem decline was over. Large gains fr)llowed.
In this chapter, the spread ofMethodism to New England and the southern decline in the
1790s are important events because they demonstrate the radical regionalism of the church and the
fremendous influence of contextual factors. As the MEC adapted to hs regional contexts, it
experienced an intemal sfress that mirrored the stress that conflicted the nation. The slave debate
is a prime example. The church lessened its harsh stance against slavery in order to maintain unity
and to stave off radical opposition in the South. Coke and Asbury argued in favor of this
compromise based on practical considerations even though they did not like it (cf. Barclay
1950:74). However, slavery continued to be a flashpoint in the denomination and a point of
contention that flared up on a regular basis and kept the church in intemal turmoil. It pitted
hinerants against local preachers, northemers against southemers, and the MEC against state
governments. Additionally, the emerging "republicanism" of the South with its emphasis on
egalitarianism and popular vote conflicted with the hierarchical idealism and pro-British bias of
Asbury and the institutional church. The O'Kelly revoh; conflict related to the Methodist
episcopacy, the presiding eldership, and the ill-fated Council; the continuing discord between the
local preachers and the fraveling preachers in the South; the rising influence of lay leadership; the
de-emphasizing of local discipline; and the changing institutional stmcture all point to this fact. At
the same time, many institutional factors aided the growth ofMethodism in New England.
Examples are the rise of an indigenous ministry, Wesley-Arminianism, the building of chapels,
Methodism's missionary impulse combined with its evangelistic zeal, its pro-British bias, and its
centralized organization (Umbel 1991). Antifederalism, a growing dissatisfaction with the
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established church order, and the sparse populating of the New England frontier are positive
contextual factors that aided Methodist growth in New England.
The Christmas Conference and the Founding ofthe MEC
The formation ofthe MEC in 1784 is an important event in this period. The long term
significance ofthe Conference lay in the patterns that it established. They became a framework
around which the church would be buih and around which future debates would be argued.
The Christmas Conference
Many factors precipitated the Christmas Conference in 1784. Wesley summarized them in
the justification letter that he sent to the American conference (Wesley XIII: 1 99 1 :25 1 -252). First,
America was separated from British rule and constituted an independent country. Therefore, the
Church of England had no formal jurisdiction in America. Second, Wesley believed that bishops
and presbyters (priests/elders) were of the same ecclesiastical order.' According to him, the New
Testament words used to translate the two are synonymous. As such, Wesley believed that he
functioned as a missionary bishop in his oversight ofAmerican Methodism. In that capacity he
had the right to ordain. He did not ordain his preachers prior to the Christmas Conference because
he wanted to avoid open conflict with the Church ofEngland. Third, the situation in America was
grave. There were few parish priests and almost no one to administer the sacraments to American
Methodists. Consequently, Wesley formed a presbytery of three Anglican priests to ordain
Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey as deacons and elders. He also appointed the Reverend Dr.
Coke, with the laying on of hands, to be a general superintendent of the Methodists in North
America. Wesley told Coke to ordain and appoint Asbury a deacon, elder, and joint general
'
According to Wesley, the distinction in function occurred as a product of corruption and
natural evolution. The distinction dates back to the time ofConstantine (see "The Ministerial
Office," Wesley VII: 1991). A bishop was the pastor of a local, independent congregation that was
in communion with all other churches ofChrist. In the New Testament period, they were under
the authority of the apostles in a loose way. The Church at Jerusalem and the Council of
Jerusalem illustrate this fact.
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superintendent upon liis arrival in America. The last paragraph of his letter proved to be prophetic.
"[The American Methodists] are now at full liberty, simply to follow the scriptures and the
primitive church. And we judge it best that they should stand fast in that liberty, wherewith God
has so strangely made them free" (Wesley XIII: 1991 :252).
Wesley's letter was not received and interpreted by the Christmas Conference in the way
that Wesley intended.
First, Wesley did not ask the American conference its opinion or seek its approbation.^ He
simply told the American conference what he wanted it to do and why he wanted it to do it. Upon
receiving Wesley's letter, the American conference took an authority upon itself that was not given
by Wesley. Like good Americans, the delegates to the Christmas Conference voted on Wesley's
order. In British Methodism, the preachers in conference with Wesley never voted on issues.
Wesley advised them and consulted with them, but he always had the final word. The long-term
implications of this act by the conference were far-reaching.
Second, under the influence ofCoke, the American conference voted to form themselves
into an "episcopal" church. In common parlance, the term "episcopal" implies "bishop."
Although, in the founding documents that Wesley sent to America, he purposely substituted
"superintendent" for the word "bishop" and "elder" for the word "priest." The Conference
followed Wesley's guidance at this point.
Therefore, at this conference we formed ourselves into an Independent Church: and
following the counsel ofMr. John Wesley, who recommended the Episcopal mode of
govenmient, we thought it best to become an Episcopal church, making the episcopal
office elective, and the elected superintendent or bishop, amenable to the body ofministers
and preachers. (MEC 1813:51)'
^
Asbury and other preachers from the northem conference went to the 1 780 Virginia
conference with an ultimatum. As they were leaving, a compromise was offered. The southem
preachers ceased from administering the sacraments and agreed to unity with the northem
preachers under the old Methodist plan until Wesley responded to their petition and acted on their
problem. Originally, the moratorium was for one year. Wesley's letter was in response to the
American request that was sent via Asbury.
^ This quote was altered from the original text. The earliest editions ofthe 1785 Discipline
did not contain the word bishop. They read, "We will form ourselves into an Episcopal Church,
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Third, Asbury refused to be ordained as a superintendent until the conference unanimously
voted him into that position. The Conference also voted Coke into office even though Wesley had
already appointed and commissioned him to that position. IfAsbury and Coke had acted without
the preachers' approval by taking upon themselves a ministry role and function that the conference
did not give to them, their authority and effectiveness would have been minimal. At this point,
Asbury understood the American ethos better than Coke.
The issue ofthe identity and power of the episcopacy was most strongly argued in the
South and southem frontier. It paralleled a national debate that discussed the role of govemment
and the power of its rulers. It was the primary cause for O'Kelly's defection in 1 792, and it
confributed to the huge decline in southem Methodism in the 1 790s. It was a cutting question that
determined many ftiture disputes and caused schisms. Was the superintendent a constitutional
monarch or a president who ruled with the consent of the people? Asbury fought for a strong
under the direction of Superintendents, Elders, Deacons, and Helpers, according to the forms of
ordination annexed to our Liturgy, and the form of discipline set forth in these Minutes" (MEC
1786:323).
At the Christmas Conference, Coke argued that a superintendent was a ftanctional bishop.
His many sermons at the conference referred to the office of bishop. It is likely that many people
began to call Asbury and Coke bishop at that time. However, neither the Christmas Conference
nor Wesley designated Coke and Asbury as bishops. While revising the Discipline in 1787, Coke
and Asbury changed the word superintendent to bishop. Section IV was called "On the
constituting ofBishops, and their Duty" (MEC 1787:6).
This was a point of contention for some. According to Lee, "In the course of this year
[1787], Mr. Asbury reprinted the general minutes [i.e., the Discipline]; but in a different form from
what they were in before. . . . The third question in the second section, and the answer, read thus.
Q. Is there any other business to be done in conference? A. The electing and ordaining ofBishops,
Elders and Deacons [see MEC 1787:5]. This was the first time that our Superintendents ever gave
themselves the title Bishops in the minutes. They changed the title themselves without the consent
of the conference; and at the next conference they asked the preachers if the word Bishop might
stand in the minutes; seeing that is was a scripture name, and the meaning ofthe word Bishop, was
the same with that ofSuperintendent" (Lee 1810: 128).
ft was not Wesley's desire that Asbury and Coke be bishops. He preferred the functionally
equivalent phrase, "general superintendent." The term "bishop" was packed with a historical,
ecclesiastical, and theological bias that Wesley rejected. In a letter to Asbury in 1788, Wesley
wrote, "How dare you suffer yourself to be called Bishop? I shudder, I start at the very thought!
Men may call me a knave or a fool, a rascal, a scoundrel, and I am content; but they shall never by
my consent call me Bishop! For my sake, for God's sake, for Christ's sake put a full end to this!"
(Asbury 1958c:65).
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episcopacy. He believed that the American bishop walked in the stead ofWesley and needed
authority to carry out the mission of the church. Asbury had a national vision for the MEC. The
young church needed a strong leader to guide it and deploy its resources in an effective way so that
it could fulfill nafional goals. In an attempt to do that, he personified the highest ideals of a circuit
rider and a Methodist. Those who argued against Asbury reflected an emphasis on personal choice
and a localized vision for the church in which the authority was vested in the conference with lay
representatives. They believed that the conference walked in the stead ofWesley. Issues related
to the stationing ofthe preachers, the ownership of chapels, shared decision-making power in a
general conference, and elected presiding elders were heralded by these people. After fighting a
revolutionary war with a monarch who abused his powers, many American Methodists were
cautious about giving any bishop autocratic control over them. This was "republicanism" at its
best.
In short, institutional conflict and schisms related to the authority of the Methodist
episcopacy and organization of the church were major factors that detracted the MEC from its
primary mission ofwinning the nation to Christ during this period. Conversely, much ofthe
effectiveness of early American Methodism can be directly attributed to Asbury and his strong
leadership. Many books and theses argue this point. Six of those are cited in Chapter 2.
The MEC Bias for Effective Evangelism
The Discipline that emerged as a founding document from the Christmas Conference
contained some important sections that demonstrate the institutional bias for effective evangelism.
The following summarizes relevant points.
Section VE detailed the duties of a preacher. It laid a basis for the evangelistic zeal that
was characteristic of early Methodism and detailed the primary task ofthe ministry.
You have nothing to do but to save souls. Therefore spend and be spent in this work. And
go always not only to those that want, but to those that want you most. Observe. It is not
your business to preach so many times, and to take care of this or that society only: but to
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save as many souls as you can; to bring as many sinners as you possibly can to repentance,
and with all your power to build them up in holiness, without which they cannot see the
Lord. (MEC 1787:13)
Time was a critical commodity for a preacher. He had many obligations related to it.
Some preachers wanted to prioritize theological studies and used this as an excuse not to engage in
personal evangelism. The Discipline affirmed the value of education" but not at the expense of
saving souls. "Gaining knowledge is a good thing, but saving souls is a better If you can do
but one, let your studies alone. 1 would throw by all the libraries in the world rather than be guilty
ofthe loss of one soul" (MEC 1787:35).
The Discipline chided the preachers for a lack of zeal, and it focused them on the primary
task. "Our call is to save that which is lost. Now we cannot expect them to seek us. Therefore we
should go and seek them. Because we are particularly called, by going into the highways and
hedges, to compel them to come in" (MEC 1786:324). Some complained that the chapels and
meeting places were too small to hold large crowds. This excuse detracted from the primary task
of evangelism. The Discipline responded, "The house may hold all that come to the house; but not
all that would come to the field" (MEC 1786:324). Therefore, take the Gospel to the people where
they are and preach to them. Afterward, form them into new societies or expand the ones you
have. In other words, do not let the size of the meeting place determine the size of the work.
When a person claimed that he was called to preach, he had to show that he had a personal
conversion, that he had gifts for preaching, and that his preaching was effective. Effectiveness
was measured in terms of people responding to the preaching. "Have they fruit? Are any
convinced of sin, and converted to God by their preaching? As long as these three marks concur in
any one, we believe he is called of God to preach" (MEC 1787:21).
Early Methodism understood that evangelism apart from discipleship was not useful. As
such, evangelistic preaching and the forming of the people into societies where they could be
* "Read the most usefiil books, and that regularly and constantly. Steadily spend all the
moming in this employment, or at least five hours in four and twenty" (MEC 1788:25).
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nurtured in grace went togetlier. "Is it advisable for us to preach in as many Places as we can,
without forming any Societies? By no means: We have made the Trial in various Places; and that
for a considerable Time. But all the Seed has fallen by the Way-side" (MEC 1787:23).
Methodism anticipated church growth theory related to receptivity and soil testing.
"Where should we endeavor to preach most?" Two answers were given. "Where there are the
greatest Number [of] quiet and willing Hearers. Where there is the most fruit" (MEC 1 787:23).
When fruit was present, it was a sign that God was moving in that population and that the people
were receptive to God. When that happened, the Methodists were to redeploy more preachers to
that area so they could more adequately harvest the fruit.
The MEC was hindered in its desire to expand to new areas because it lacked the money to
pay preachers in new or undeveloped works. To ameliorate this problem, the church decided to
raise a special fund. The appeal for the money demonstrates evangelistic zeal.
Men and Brethren, help! Was there ever a Call like this since you first heard the
Gospel-Sound? . . . Help us to send forth able, willing Labourers into your Lord's Harvest:
So shall ye be assistant in saving Souls from death. . . . Help to propagate the Gospel of
your Salvation to the remotest Comers of the Earth. (MEC 1787:40)
Some Implications of the Christmas Conference
Affiliates of other churches participated in early American Methodism. Because early
American Methodism did not constitute a church prior to the Christmas Conference, its members
were suppose to belong to an institutional church. Most were Anglican. When American
Methodism organized itself into a church, participation became problematic for some Methodists
who had to choose between churches. Asbury wrote, "Nothing could have better pleased our old
church folks [Anglicans] than the late step we have taken in administering the ordinances; to the
catholic Presbyterians it also gives satisfaction; but the Baptists are discontented" (1958a:481).
The relationship between Anglicans and the MEC after the Christmas Conference was
complicated. Most Anglicans who participated in Methodist services in 1785 appreciated the
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formation of tlie MEC. In tlie absence of a functioning Anglican Church, Methodism became the
church of choice. The formation of the MEC legitimized their church experience and it gave them
a place to receive the sacraments. In many areas like Delmarva, Methodist gains were proportional
to Anglican losses. Disestablishment and the decline ofAnglicanism were major growth factors
for Methodism following the Revolutionary War in areas where Anglicanism was established
(Williams 1993:33).
Religious conditions throughout the South�more particularly in Virginia�greatly
favored the growth of a vigorous, warm evangelical movement such as was represented by
the Methodist The majority of the clergy of the Established Church had deserted their
congregation during the Revolution and retumed to England. Many parishes continued for
years without incumbents. . . . Many [Anglicans] welcomed the coming of the Methodist
itinerants to their communities, attended their preaching services, and eventually united
with the Methodist Church. (Barclay 1949:124)
Others were not happy. Prior to the mass exodus ofAnglican priests, Asbury and others
represented Methodism as a "church within the Church." Chapter 5 shows how Methodists
worked with Anglican priests and tried to win them and their parishioners over. Many responded.
After the formation of the MEC, some of these people removed themselves from Methodism
because that participation conflicted with their primary allegiance to the Anglican Church.
Prior to the Christmas Conference, strong similarities existed between Baptists and
Methodists. According to Coleman, they shared the same evangelistic fervor, missionary
emphasis, sociological appeal, political association, democratic aspirations, ministerial training,
and preaching emphasis. One was Arminian and the other Calvinistic. "By and large, the two
bodies were very similar, particularly in the Gospel that was presented, the way it was proclaimed,
and the class of people it attracted" (1954:83). Methodism attracted many Baptists. To counter
this, following the Christmas Conference, the Baptists began to emphasize believer's baptism by
immersion and church govemment as points of controversy and distinction. This was effective.
The issue of sacraments caused a big debate with the Baptists who attended Methodist
services. As long as the Methodists did not administer the ordinances, neither the mode nor the
241
subject of baptism was a living question. Afterward, it became a major point of conflict. Many
Baptists left, and others could not participate because of this issue (Asbury 1958a:499).
Interestingly, at times Asbury and others practiced immersion as a primary mode of baptism for
adults due to the influence of the Baptists and the debates that surrounded it. Baptists had gained
much ground on that point in terms of public opinion. Even as late as 1795, some former Baptists
complained at a conference about baptism. Asbury lamented that the old people were stirred up by
the Baptists over the issue (1958b:56 and 58).
Because of Free Church influences, many unchurched people of that time were convinced
that believer's baptism by immersion was the scriptural way to be baptized (cf Asbury 1958a:481).
The 1785 Discipline asked a question that demonstrates this point. "What shall be done with those
who were baptized in their infancy, but have now scruples conceming the validity of
Infant-Baptism? Remove their scmples by argument, if you can; if not, the office may be
performed by immersion, pouring, or sprinkling, as the person desires" (MEC 1786:336). Shortly
following the Christmas Conference, Asbury wrote, "Here I plunged four adults, at their own
request, they being persuaded that it was the most proper mode of bapfizing" (1958a:461). A few
months later, Asbury contended that plunging people increased the size of his congregations
(1958a:495).
Nafional Factors: 1785 through 1800
The following section highlights relevant national contextual and institutional factors that
had a direct influence on Methodist growth and decline during the delineated period.
Statistical Analvsis of 1790
From a statistical perspective, 1 790 was a very important year because the first national
census was recorded in that year. From that data, a multitude of statistical insights and
comparisons can be made.
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In 1790 there were 3,929,214 persons living in the United States. An overwhelming
majority were white (3,172,006). Of the total population, 3,727,559 were classified as rural
(Census 1949:25). Sixty-two percent were from English-speaking ancestry. Twenty percent were
ofAfrican origins. Germans were the largest non-English speaking minority.^ They accounted for
one third ofthe population of Pennsylvania and more than 7 percent ofthe total population.
Almost 7 percent were unassigned because of blending. Most of these were assimilated into
English speaking populations (Gilbert 1985:30).
Ofthe total black population of 757,208, over 697,000 were slaves. Ofthe 67,424 blacks
in the Northeast, 40,354 were slaves. Of the 635 blacks in the North-central areas, only 135 were
slaves. Ofthe 689,784 blacks in the South, 657,372 were slaves. The four states with the greatest
population of slaves were Virginia, 292,627; South Carolina, 107,094; Maryland, 103,036; and
North Carolina, 100,783. New York had 21,193 slaves. On the frontier, Kentucky had 12,430
slaves. In terms ofpercent population, slaves equaled 42 percent in Virginia and South Carolina,
32 percent in Maryland, 26 percent in North Carolina, 17 percent in Kentucky, and 6 percent in
New York. More blacks lived along the coasts ofGeorgia, South Carolina, and Virginia than
white people. In South Carolina the black population equaled 70 to 95 percent of the coastal
population (Census 1949:11, 12; Gilbert 1985:30; Cappon 1976).
Regionally, the Southeast was the most populated area with 1,851,806 persons. The
southem frontier contained 109,368 persons who lived in Kentucky and Tennessee. The New
England states totaled 1,009,408 persons. The mid-Atlantic states had a population of 958,632.
Only 201,655 persons lived in an urban environment. Of the 201,655 persons who lived in an
urban environment, 61,658 lived in cities with a population between 25,000 to 50,000. There were
two of those. New York (33,305) and Philadelphia (42,520) (Census 1949: 13).
According to Morris (1953:445), 77.5 percent ofAmericans were from English-speaking
origins in 1790.
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The average population density per square mile ofland for the entire United States was
4.5. The Northeast had the highest densities. The frontier had the lowest (Census 1949:25).
Frontier was an area ofland with less than two persons per square mile. In terms of population
density, Georgia and all the areas west of the mountains were frontier in 1790 (see p. 120, Table
3.3).
There were 557,889 households in 1790 with a median size of 5.48. The average life
expectancy in Massachusetts in 1790 was 35 years for children at birth. Only 15 percent lived to
be 60 years old (Census 1949:12).
Table 6.1 shows the progression of city growth from 1775 to 1790. From 1775 to 1790,
growth was greatest on the frontier. By 1 790, the pattern ofwestem migration was heterogeneous
rather than homogeneous. People moved out as families and as individuals rather than as ethnic
communities. This accelerated the "melting pot" effect or blending. Westward migration was
greatest from the middle states and the South.
In New England, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont increased their populations many
times over. The southem New England states showed the slowest rate of growth for the entire
country. They only grew by 74 percent. The southem and middle states grew fastest. Georgia
increased by 762 percent. Georgia was a part of the southem frontier in the same way that Maine
was a part ofthe northem frontier. Virginia and the Carolinas more than doubled their numbers.
In 1 790, Virginia had the largest population and the fasted growth rate. New York and
Pennsylvania increased their populations by 190 and 136 percent, respectively. However,
Delaware, New Jersey, and Maryland showed less than 100 percent growth. Delaware had a very
slow growth rate (Cappon 1976:102).
244
Table 6.1
Growth of Selected Cities from 1775 to 1810
1775* 1780 1790 1800 1810
Albany, NY 3,700 3,050 3,494 5,289 10,762
Bahimore, MD 6,734 8,000 13,503 26,514 4,655
Boston, MA 16,000 10,000 18,038 24,973 33,787
Charleston, SC 14,000 10,000 16,359 18,824 24,711
Gloucester, MA 0 0 3,000 5,313 5,943
Hartford, CT 3,000 3,000 3,000 3,523 3,955
Lancaster, PA 0 3,190 3,762 4,292 5,405
Marblehead, MA 4,812 4,142 5,661 5,211 5,900
New Haven, CT 0 3,359 4,487 3,704 5,772
New Orleans, LA 0 4,980 5,338 no report 17,242
New York, NY 22,000 18,000 32,305 60,515 96,373
Newburj^ort, MA 3,000 3,080 4,817 5,946 7,634
Newport, RI 9,209 5,530 6,744 6,739 7,907
Norfolk, VA 6,000 0 3,000 6,926 9,193
Philadelphia, PA 23,739 27,565 42,520 61,559 87,303
Portsmouth, NH 4,590 4,222 4,720 5,339 6,934
Providence, RI 4,321 4,310 6,371 7,614 10,071
Richmond, VA 0 0 3,761 5,737 9,735
Salem, MA 5,000 4,008 7,917 9,457 12,613
Savannah, GA 3,000 0 0 5,146 5,215
Washmgton, DC area^ NA NA 0 10,467 20,383
Sources: (Cappon 1976:97, Bureau ofCensus Reports for 1790, 1800, and 1810)*
*No city had a zero population. A zero indicates less than 3,000.
^Includes Alexandria, Washington City, and Georgetown combined.
By 1810, the westward shift in population was noticeable. From 1790 to 1800, the "mean
center of the population for the United States" moved 41 miles west and was located 18 miles west
ofBaltimore. In 1810, the population center moved another 46 miles west-southwest. By 1810,
For 1790 see (www. census.gov/population/documentation/twps0027/tab02.txt). For 1800
see (mtww. census.gov/population/documentation/twps0027/tab03.txt). For 1810 see (www.
census.gov/population/documentation/twps0027/tab04.txt).
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many westem cities iiad large enough populations to be listed on table 6. 1 . New Orleans stood out
with a 1 7,242 population. It was the seventh largest city in America. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania;
Lexington, Kentucky; and Cincinnati, Ohio were also on the list.
Emigration and the MEC. Emigration was a positive and negative contextual factor in
early American Methodism. Many authors in Chapter 2 listed it as the primary contextual cause
for growth and decline in early American Methodism. Chapter 5 shows that emigrating local
preachers and members helped to plant Methodism in new places. Emigration also helped
Methodism because established churches were not active in the places where most ofthe people
were migrating. For example, many New Englanders converted to Methodism long before Lee
took the church to Massachusetts.' Emigrants were receptive to Methodism because they did not
have a social attachment to an existing church in their new location. Since the Methodists,
Baptists, and Presbyterians were the most active and evangelical groups on the frontier and in
other places, they benefited the most from emigration. However, emigration was a negative
contextual factor in locations that were losing members because of it. Emigration was a large
factor that caused decline in Methodist circuits in the eastem sections of the mid-Atlantic states
and upper South. Coleman believed that westward migration from Maryland and Virginia was a
major cause of their numerical decline in the 1790s (1954: 146).*
"A sizable proportion ofNew Englanders decided to leave the more settled society of the
seaboard for a venture into the West. Between 1790 and 1810 some of them trekked as far as 700
miles westward. . . . Once removed from the more delineated civilization these thousands found a
need to adjust their religious forms. One expression was to neglect or forsake religion. . . .
Another was to transplant their old faith, with some called-for modifications. Some became
Methodists, or Methodist-like, as the enthusiasm of vital piety redirected their spiritual practices"
(Hill 1980:36).
^ "The membership of the church, however, experienced a notable readjustment in the areas
of former concentration of strength [during the years of decline]. The states ofMaryland and
Virginia, whose populations had been depleted by the extensive westward immigrations, actually
showed a decrease in membership between the years of 1790 and 1800. . . . Nowhere were there
gains except in the rapidly developing virgin areas of the west and south and newly discovered
fields to Methodism in New England" (1954:146).
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In 1 786, people from Maryland were moving to the westem Pennsylvania frontier. While
on the Redstone circuit, Asbury commented, "I am now among some old friends that moved from
Maryland to this country- (1958a:514). One of Strawbridge's preachers from Maryland lived in
this area and helped to start a society there. Later, Asbu.7 was in the company of brother Smith
and other old friends from Maryland (1958a:515).
A similar occurrence happened in South Carolina. According to Lee, a located preacher
moved to South Carolina in 1785. He found many Methodist families who had moved there from
Virginia. They formed the basis for the Broad River circuit (1810:120). As people from Virginia
moved to Georgia and South Carolina, some became Methodists. Asbury stated, "Many who had
no religion in Virginia, have found it after their removal into Georgia and South Carolina"
(1958:567). Jn 1789, Asbury stayed at the home of a Thomas Hayes. Hayes left Virginia to
escape the Methodist preachers who converted his wife. Then he got converted in Georgia
(1958a:593n). The next week Asbury conducted a district conference at the Grant house in
Georgia. The Grants had been Presbyterians before relocating from Virginia.
While in the North Carolina mountains, Asbury met with some old disciples from
Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia who he had known for 22 years. Delmarva is called the
"Garden ofMethodism"' because its members started Methodist works in many different places as
they emigrated (1958b: 11). While in Carroll's meeting house in Georgia, Asbury said, "Some of
the people of the congregation are from the east and west parts ofMaryland" (1958b:214). East is
the Delmarva area or Eastem Shore.
While at the Deer Creek chapel in Maryland, Asbury noted that emigration hindered the
society. "But, O, how many are dead! And some have fled to the woods, and some gone back to
the world. The society is all gone that we had formed here more than twenty years back. . . . Poor
9
1984).
See The Garden ofAmerican Methodism: The Delmarva Peninsula 1769-1820 (Williams
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Deer Creek! the preachers have left the place for want of hearers" (1958b:160). A similar reality
occurred to the circuit in the Brownsville and Marion area of South Carolina. "This is an unhappy
country: it is thinly settled and many are moving away to Georgia and the Natchez; our societies
are small, and the prospect low (1958b:280).
The Economic Situation
The economic sittaation directly affected the MEC and its ability to grow. A severe
economic depression gripped America following the Revolutionary War. The depression
bottomed out in 1788. However, the economy did not improve until 1791 (Morris 1953:508).
Excessive importation ofBritish goods and an unstable currency caused the economic downttim
following the war. The British banking crisis compounded the problem. A deflation in
commodity prices in England lowered the value ofAmerican goods. Accordingly, Americans
made less profit for the same products because they had to compete with cheaper British imports.
In 1 789, the commodity rate was the same as it was before the war in 1 775. By that time, farm
wages and other salaries were down 20 percent from their 1780 levels (Morris 1953:508).
Insistent creditors caused havoc and panic for many. The people demanded relief through
the issuance ofmore paper money and stay laws to protect them from their creditors (Morris
1953:508). This situation was particularly bad in New England.
Barclay commented.
The postwar depression caused widespread discontent, with local meetings of protest in
Massachusetts�particularly in inland counties�and agrarian demonstrations in
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont, with complaints also by farmers of
Connecticut and Rhode Island. (1949:79)
Massachusetts was a bulwark of Federalist idealism. Its laws favored the standing order
and the ruling classes. As such, it would not heed the cries for the issuance of paper money from
debt-ridden farmers or for laws to protect them from foreclosures. A convention of 50 towns at
Hatfield condemned the Massachusetts Senate, lawyers, the high cost ofjustice, and the tax
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system. They complained that it was a self-serving system that benefited the wealthy and those in
power at the expense of the people. Mob action followed. Several courts were abandoned. More
than 600 soldiers and 500 insurgents met at the state supreme court. Violence was avoided by the
adjourning of the court. The insurgencies in the eastern part of the state collapsed quickly.
However, a greater threat still existed in the western part of the state. Daniel Shays, a Captain in
the Revolutionary Army and a destitute farmer with nothing to lose, organized an army of 1,200
men. They planned to scatter General Shepherd's forces and take his arsenal in Springfield. As
they were marching to Springfield to join forces with another army under Luke Day,
miscommunication and bad luck overwhelmed them. The operation fell apart before it could be
implemented. Four insurgents died. The rest were pardoned. The insurrection resulted in new
laws for the good of the common people. Massachusetts canceled the direct tax. Fees for court
were lowered. Clothing, household goods, and tools for one's trade were exempt from debt
collection (Infopedia 1994:Shays' Rebellion, Morris 1953:1 1 1).
In the South, plantation owners suffered from high debt, damage to their material
infrastructure, poor harvests, exportation restrictions, and the loss of slaves. During the havoc of
the war, many slaves escaped. Others were stolen by retreating British troops (Ramsay
1858:235-238). Like the small businessmen and the tradesmen in the North, the plantafion owners
also needed special protection from lenders.
The economic depression lasted unfil 1788. Following 1791, agriculture boomed and the
exports ofthe states tripled. Shipping and real estate also advanced. The 1790s were a time of
economic prosperity. Slaves confributed to the prosperity and were considered necessary for its
continuation. Except for a minor recession from 1796 through 1798, the period between 1789 and
1800 was one of substanfial prosperity (Morris 1953:508, Ramsay 1858:240).
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Prior to the invention of the cotton gin, the agricuhural base in the South required large
capitals. Slaves were a vital part of that economy. There were few white people in the middle
class. Most worked for the rich or eked out a meek living on a subsistence farm. The invention of
the cotton gin made it possible for poor white people to move up the economic and social ladder.
Land suitable for raising cotton was cheap and could be purchased or rented. A new class of white
farmer emerged in the South. These people worked small farms and expanded as opportunity
allowed. They began to fill the gap between the poor and the rich. This new order changed the
South (Ramsay 1858:249).'�
Economic Implications Related to the MEC. Methodism was particularly vulnerable to the
poor economy. Its institutional infrastructure was adversely affected by it. The following quote
from November 1789 summarized this reality:
The school for the charity boys much occupies my mind [Cokesbury College]. The
poverty ofthe people, and the general scarcity ofmoney, is the great source of our
difficulties. The support of our preachers, who have families, absorbs our collections, so
that neither do our elders nor the charity school get much. We have the poor, but they
have no money; and the worldly, wicked rich we do not choose to ask. (Asbury 1958a:
612)
This quotation highlights five important realities related to money and the MEC. First, the
typical Methodist was poor and suffered from the economic depression. As Asbury itinerated
during this period, he often reflected on the general scarcity of food and the lack of disposable
money (cf. 195 8b: 77, 81, and 175). Often, he would stay in homes where there was acute material
want. Second, Methodism maintained an oppositional attitude toward the rich and a positive bias
toward the poor. The institutional church needed money from the rich but did not want to be
compromised by them. In the above quote Asbury called them "the worldly, wicked rich." Third,
married itinerants placed an enormous stress on the limited resources ofthe MEC. Fourth,
^� The cotton gin is a machine that removes seeds from cotton fibers. Versions ofthe cotton
gin reached America from India in the 1740s. However, it was not unfil 1793 that Eli Whitney's
cotton gin became widely used in America. Whitney's larger gins could process 50 times as much
cotton in a day as 50 people working by hand. This made cotton a cash crop (see
http://www.aolsvc.worldbook.aolcom/wbol/wbPage/na/ar/co/l 36460, April 30, 2001).
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Cokesbury College ate up economic resources. Asbury had to divert scarce resources from the
support of preachers, the establishing of new works, and the building of chapels to maintain that
institution." Finally, Asbury believed that the poverty of the people and the corresponding lack of
money was the "great source of our difficulties."
The Poverty ofthe Itinerants and Issues Associated with It. The paucity ofmoney
hindered Methodism in its ability to recruit and retain traveling preachers.'^ This had the
additional consequence of limiting the numerical and geographic growth ofthe church. At first,
the MEC made token responses to the problem. When the implicafions became overwhelming, the
MEC attempted to fix the problem. The chronology that follows documents the institution's
response.
During this entire period, the MEC struggled to pay its traveling preachers their wages.
For example, in 1788, many of the preachers did not receive more than �18 or �20 per annum, and
several not more than �15 per annum (MEC 1813:76). Married ifinerants and those on the
frontiers or in new works posed a special problem. Married preachers required more income than
single preachers, and those appointed to the frontiers or new works did not have large enough
constituencies to pay their salaries." The 1785 Discipline addressed this issue. It required a
Cokesbury College was a constant irritation to Asbury. In 1788, Asbury complained,
"Knowing the obligations I am under to pay money to several persons to whom the college is
indebted, my mind is much exercised, I feel very heavily the weight of such responsibility"
(1958a:581). In 1789, Asbury complained that he had to spend time visiting from house to house
to beg money for the college (1958a:608). In fact, almost every reference to the college was a
negative one. When the college was consumed by fire on December 7, 1795, Asbury made some
very telling remarks. "We have now a second and confirmed account that Cokesbury College is
consumed to ashes, a sacrifice of 10,000 � in about ten years! . . . Would any man give me 10,000
� per year to do and suffer again what I have done for that house, I would not do it" (1958b:75).
The relationship between a lack of institutional funding and the number of traveling
preachers in early American Methodism is very complicated. In addition to money, a cluster of
other factors determined the numerical strength of the traveling preachers. The following are
examples: intemal politics, illness, family issues, ineffective training, epidemics, demographics,
personality conflicts, bum-out, disappointing appointments, and death. In 1790, Asbury wrote,
"The work of God in our view has suffered for want of labourers, many sick, disabled, dispirited
and dead" (1958c:90).
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yearly collection and, if needed, a quarterly one for the purpose of supporting preachers in new
works and for supporting preachers and their families who had special needs. The church feared
that a lack ofmoney to support distressed preachers would hurt their morale and cause them to
leave the itinerancy (MEC 1787:40-41). The yearly collections did not solve the problem.
Rarely was there enough money to pay the full wage. Because married preachers received
an additional year's wage for their wives and additional money for each child, single itinerants felt
short-changed when the money was distributed because the money given to married preachers
reduced their eamings. This caused tension. That tension was reflected in the 1787 Minutes
(MEC 1813:68). "Are not many of our Preachers and people dissatisfied with the salaries allowed
our married Preachers, who have children? Ans. They are. Therefore, for the future, no married
preacher shall demand more than �48." Evidently, this mle caused many married itinerants to
cease from traveling. This was indicated by a new question that was asked in 1788. "What
Preachers have a partial location on account of their families, and are subject to the order ofthe
conference?" Six were listed (MEC 1813:71).
In 1790, the Minutes indicated that the church responded to the special financial needs of
the itinerants working on the frontier.
At the Bahimore conference there was a collection of 721� 9s 6d. And as the brethren in
the Kentucky and Ohio districts appear to be in the greatest need, the conference
generously voted two thirds of the said sum, as a partial supply for the preachers in the
Ohio district, and one third for the brethren in Kentucky. The whole to be sent in books.
There was also a collection of 48�. 18s. 1 Id. at the Duck-Creek conference, which was
sent as a partial supply for those in the extremities of the states ofNew York and
Connecticut. (MEC 1813:96)
When Asbury entered into Tennessee in 1790, he described the hinerants on that frontier
in the following way: "I found the poor preachers indifferently clad, with emaciated bodies, and
subject to hard fare; yet I hope they are rich in faith" (1958a:63 1). This comment takes on deeper
In 1 786, a yearly collection of �1 82 was raised to help pay the deficiency. Another �54
was raised to support missionaries (Minutes 1813:61).
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meaning wlien one realizes that Asbury shared in their constant toils and that he was also poor,
emaciated, and constantly sick.
The MEC expanded the use of collections and regulated them. The question was, "How
many collections are to be made in a year?" The answer came in five parts.
1 . A quarterly collection from the members of the society, to supply the Preachers; and
when that is deficient, a public quarterly collection: If there be any overplus, let one third
of it be reserved for future deficiencies; one third be given to the poor in general; and one
third for the building or improving of our churches.
2. A yearly collection from all our members that are of ability, for the building of
convenient churches. [This was expanded in 1 792 to include the paying off of debt for the
churches already built.]
3. A collection, at love-feasts and on sacramental occasions, for the poor of our society.
4. An armual collection or subscription for the college.
5. An annual public collection for the contingencies of the Conference; which shall be
applied,
1 . To discharge the deficiencies of those Preachers who shall not have received
their full salary in their circuits; and,
2. To defray the expense of our missions to distant parts of the continent." (MEC
1900:14)
In 1792, the General Conference disassociated the word "regular" from salary in the
discipline to indicate that the preachers did not receive a regular salary or even the small amount
specified. As an expression of frusfration, this General Conference broke a long standing policy
and allowed itinerants to collect a "marriage fee" for the first time. However, it was to be given to
the Stewards who would combine it with the other available fimds to pay off the salary
deficiencies of all the preachers. The General Conference specified,
No Minister or Preacher whatsoever shall receive any money for deficiencies, or any other
account, out of any of our funds or collections, without first giving an exact account of all
the money, clothes, and other presents of any kind, which he has received the preceding
year. (MEC 1900:15-16)
In 1794, Asbury commented, "The poverty of the church is exceedingly great for
preachers, yet not so great as the demands to different and distant parts. [As such,] I have declined
taking a person that is fit for the circuits with me, the call is great" (1958c: 130). Poverty
notwithstanding, Asbury demonsfrated his commitment to evangelism. Even though he was
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authorized a paid traveling assistant, he chose to ride alone so that the money and person could be
used in the service of the cause.
In 1796, Asbury made an entry that illustrates the integrate relationship between money
and evangelism.
I came to Nixon's, on the road to Wilmington; here I found a kind people, but the
preachers had left them because they did not immediately join in fellowship. Perhaps I
was called this way to feel for souls in and round about Wilmington: ifwe had men and
money, it would be well to station a preacher in such places as Wilmington. (1958b: 109)
At this point, money determined how long an itinerant could work an unproductive area. Because
of the lack of financial backing, the itinerants abandoned some areas before the potential of the
area was realized.
In 1796, the General Conference approved a charter fimd for itinerants, wom-out
preachers, their widows, and orphans. The money in the preacher's fimd that had been collected
prior to this time was deposited in the charter fund. Additionally, future profits from the Book
Concem would also go into the fund (MEC 1855:20-22). Prior to the General Conference, Asbury
foreshadowed the creation of this fimd. He wrote,
I drew the outlines of a subscription, that may form a part of a constitution of a general
fimd, for the sole purpose of supporting the travelling ministry; to have respect. First, To
the single men that suffer and are in want. Secondly, To the married travelling preachers.
Thirdly, To the wom-out preachers. Fourthly, The widows and orphans of those who have
lived and died in the work. And Fifthly, To enable the yearly conference to employ more
married men; and finally, to supply the wants of all the travelling preachers, under certain
regulations and restrictions, as the state of the fimd will admit. (1958b:92)
Asbury's quote clearly demonstrates the need and the priority in distributing available
fiinds. Asbury wanted to keep the itinerants traveling, to support those who were wom-out, and to
employ new itinerants. The support ofwom-out preachers and their families was more than a
moral obligation. It was a necessity. Preachers who gave themselves to the work had to be
reassured that the church would care for them once they were used-up. Without this safety net,
itinerants would have left the traveling ministry before wearing themselves out in the work.
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The following justification for the Charter Fund appeared in the 1796 General Conference
report. It shows the relationship between a lack of adequate salaries and the numerical strength of
itinerants.
Our brethren who have laboured on the mountains, on the western waters, and in the
poorer circuits in general, have suffered unspeakable hardships, merely for the want of
some established fund. ... On the same account, many of our wom-out preachers, some
ofwhom quickly consumed their strength by their great exertions for the salvation of
souls, have been brought into deep distress. . . . And it is to be lamented, if possible, with
tears of blood, that we have lost scores of our most able married ministers�men who, like
good householders, could, upon all occasions, bring things new and old out of their
treasury, but were obliged to retire from the general work, because they saw nothing
before them for their wives and children, if they continued itinerants, but misery and ruin.
But the present institution will, we trust, under the blessing ofGod, greatly relieve us in, if
not entirely deliver us from, these mighty evils. (MEC 1855:22)
The charter fund did not solve the whole problem. Of 1797, Lee wrote, "So many
preachers located this year, that we could not well supply the circuits, or enlarge our borders in
new places, as we wished to have done" (Lee 1810:250). Between 1796 and 1799, the MEC had a
net loss of 17 traveling preachers (see Table 6.2). In 1 800, the MEC posted an increase of 12
preachers. Lee made an insightful remark about this "gain."
Notwithstanding we took more preachers into the travelling connection this year, than we
lost out of it, I consider ourselves not as well supplied as we were before: for we had only
taken in young preachers; and many of them that had located were old and successful
labourers in the ministry, and were well qualified to guide the Lord's flock. (1810:263)
More adjustments were necessary.
The 1800 General Conference had the determination to make big changes. First, the
General Conference removed the mle respecting presents to preachers. Preachers no longer had to
account for gifts before receiving their pay. However, the marriage fee mle still applied. A
motion to eliminate it failed. Next, it was argued that the salary of $64 was inadequate because of
the inflafion in the 1790s. Supporters contended that the rate of inflation had doubled since the
time that the $64 salary rate was set. Amazingly, the ballot by the traveling elders to raise their
salary to $80 only passed by five votes. Following this, the General Conference required each
circuit to build a parsonage and to fumish it with heavy fumiture. If a country circuit could not
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Table 6.2
Numerical Analysis of Traveling Preachers in the MEC from 1785 through 1800
Desist/ Located/ Expelled Died Total Lost Admitted Difference
Withdrew Supemumerated on Trial
1785 3 0 1 2 6 14 8
1786 4 0 0 2 6 24 18
1787 2 0 0 1 3 18 15
1788 3 6 0 4 13 48 35
1789 1 1 0 5 7 43 36
1790 0 8 0 3 11 47 36
1791 2 9 0 4 15 50 35
1792 0 14 2 3 19 39 20
1793 4 18 1 2 25 44 19
1794 2 28 4 4 38 40 2
1795 3 32 0 5 40 45 5
1796 2 28 1 9 40 32 -8
1797 0 43 2 2 47 39 -8
1798 1 16 0 3* 20 24^ 4
1799 0 38 0 3 41 36 -5
1800 3 21* 0 4 29 41 12
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church Minutes. (1813:50-238).
*In October 1798, Asbury listed from memory the names of ten preachers that died. Of those, six
died from the "malignant fever" (1958b:176). All of these names cannot be reconciled with the
Minutes. It must be assumed that some are located preachers or died in previous years.
^In this year and in some others, Lee (1810) has different numbers. His source is undetermined.
*From 1798 through 1800, a person could switch from the supemumerated category to the location
category or he could remain in the supemumerated status for successive years. Because of this, the
numbers in the located/supemumerated column have been altered so no person is counted more
than once. For the purposes of this table, a person should only be counted as a loss once unless he
moves from location/supemumerary to fiill itinerancy and back to location/supemumerary.
Thomas Morrell is an example of this. He was located in 1796, retumed to the itinerancy in 1797,
supemumerated in 1798, and then retumed to itinerating.
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afford to buy land and build a parsonage, it had to rent a house when a married preacher was
assigned to it (MEC 1855:34-38). Finally, the itinerants were authorized a 15 to 25 percent cut for
all the books they sold on behalf of the Book Concern. All traveling preachers were required to
carry and sell books. In actuality, they served as agents for the Book Concern. The cut
represented their share of the profits, and it served as an incentive for them to sell more books
(MEC 1855:46).
The MEC wanted to win the nation. Organizationally, it was structured to do that. During
this period, it attempted to have a substantial presence in every section of the country. However,
to maintain the threefold evangelistic thrust, i.e., expand the borders, send missionaries to
unreached populations, and divide existing circuits to better work the area (cf. Chapter 5), the
MEC needed an abundance of traveling preachers. The MEC's system of growth was held hostage
to the availability of deployable preachers. In 1 796, Asbury wrote, "At present we have more
work, than faithful workmen. We have a state or two out of 17 states and territories, that
call for help, and we are not able to supply them and support it" (1958c: 144). In 1805, upon
receiving news of Coke's marriage, Asbury made his most famous comments about the affect of
marriage on the itinerancy. He said, "Marriage is honourable in all�but to me it is a ceremony
awful as death. Well may it be so, when I calculate we have lost the travelling labours of two
hundred of the best men in America, or the world, by marriage and consequent location"
(1958b:474).
Asbury fought a desperate battle to keep the itinerants in effective ministry and to recruit
new ones. That is why money was a critical issue to Asbury and to the MEC. They understood
the critical relationship between wages, numbers of preachers, and numerical growth.
The Building ofChapels and Preaching Houses. Poverty also hurt the MEC because the
church could not buy or build enough preaching houses and/or chapels to keep up with growth
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needs. This was especially significant in places where there was public opposition to Methodism.
In places where they did not own a preaching house, Methodists had to use a privately owned
building like a bam or a house, rent from another congregation or organization, or use such public
accommodations as school houses or courts. Each of these alternatives negatively affected
Methodism's ability to grow a society. As Methodism struggled to get a foothold in New England,
this point became very obvious. In populated areas, a positive relationship existed between the
building of preaching houses and the numerical growth of the MEC. Asbury knew this. That is
why he made the building of preaching houses a main priority in the 1790s. This rationale is
demonstrated by a quote from 1797. He said, "The more [preaching] houses the more people; and
the more preaching, and the more converted" (1958c:160). In the explanatory notes in the 1798
Discipline, the MEC moved away from an earlier emphasis on field preaching. It realized the
necessity of chapels. "The preachers who are sent ofGod, must have a place to assemble their
hearers, otherwise they can but seldom deliver their message. Little good will be done, if they
have only the open air to preach in" (MEC 1979:79).
The Political Scene
The Articles ofConfederation were adopted in 1781. They were a compromise in the
midst ofwar. Each colony wanted to win the war and protect its own interest. After the war, their
usefiilness was questioned (Morris 1953).'''
During the revolution, 11 ofthe 13 colonies adopted constitutions. All of them had strong
legislatures and weak executive branches. Bills of rights and enlightenment ideals were written
into many of the constitutions (Morris 1953: 1 11, Sweet 1973, and Lloyd 1967).
They were flawed by five main weaknesses. First, the central govemment was feeble
because the states would not relinquish their power to a federal govemment. Second, the central
govemment could levy taxes, but it could not collect them. This put the federal govemment at the
mercy ofthe states. Third, it could not raise money to pay the national debt or to maintain the
military. Fourth, it could not regulate domestic or foreign trade. This caused the country to have
many foreign trading policies with each state doing its own thing. Fifth, as a consequence, it could
not demand the respect or the cooperation of foreign govemments that was essential for foreign
policy (Lloyd 1967:62).
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Proposals to revised the Articles ofConfederation began to appear in 1 786. A national
convention was called in 1787. The basic draft was approved by the delegates in September 1787.
Some states demanded a national bill of rights. Ten of them were approved and added to the
constitution in December 1789 (Morris 1953).
Proponents of ratification (Federalists) were most numerous in big cities, seaports. New
England, and the Tidewater plantations in the deep South. They included most ofthe rich and
gentry classes, along with educated ministers, lawyers, editors, and the highly skilled urban
workmen. Most favored England and a stratified society that gave the primary responsibility of
ruling to the aristocrats and landed gentry. Ironically, there were areas of Federalist strength on
the Ohio River and the southem frontier. These proponents of the constitution were not federal
idealists. They wanted a strong army to protect them from Indian raids (Infopedia
1994:Consitution).
Opposition to ratification (Antifederalists) came from people in the South and rural areas
where a large percent of Americans lived. "The postwar hard times and depreciated currency hit
small farmers and veterans the hardest: they were in no mood to approve a new central govemment
with swarms of paid officials and tax collectors" (Kagan 1966: 117).
The Federalists Papers and the work ofAlexander Hamilton were very prominent. They
were written to promote the ratification of the Constitution. They argued for a strong central
govemment. Hamilton was the leading financier of the time. AfterWashington was elected
President in January 1789, Hamilton became the Secretary of Treasury. For the next 12 years, the
Federalists maintained control over the central govemment (Morris 1953). However, Jefferson
and other Antifederalists maintained a strong opposition during these years.
In 1791, Jefferson and Madison took to the streets to build support for antifederalism. In a
tour ofNew York and New England, they sounded out Antifederalist sentiments for the purpose of
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forming a national coalition. Burr's Antifederalist faction was very noticeable in New York and in
the whole ofthe region. They published a national magazine called the National Gazette.
Hamilton and Jefferson's feud was featured in this magazine. Others entered into the fray as it
became a national debate. National sentiment sided with the Antifederalists. In the 1792
congressional elections, the Antifederalists gained 20 seats in the House ofRepresentatives and
became the majority party (57 seats to 48 seats). That status was short lived. They lost control of
the house in the 1795 elections and did not regain control again until 1801 (Morris 1953:123 and
406).
The French Revolution widened the gap between the Federalists and their antagonists.
Early in 1 793, French nationals killed their king and declared war on Great Britain, Spain, and
Holland. America maintained neutrality. However, Hamilton wanted to use the opportunity to
revoke the treaties made with France in 1778. His sympathies were with Great Britain. Jefferson
favored the democratic and religious idealism in France. By the end of the year, Washington was
on Hamilton's side in favoring the British in the war and in trade. As such, he sought more advise
from Hamilton than Jefferson who was his Secretary of State. Consequently, Jefferson resigned
from the cabinet. In 1795, Washington reorganized his Cabinet to include only Federalists (Morris
1953:126-127).
The election of 1 796 was the first contested elecfion for president. It showed that the
country was split along regional lines. The traditional South, the frontier, and Pennsylvania voted
for Jefferson and Antifederalist candidates. New England, the mid-Atlantic states, and Maryland
voted for Adams and the Federalists. The vice president, John Adams, won that election. He
received 71 electoral votes and Jefferson received 68 votes (Ferrell 1990, Morris 1953:123).
In the mid to late 1790s, the influence of French Republicanism in the South began to
wane. Many feared that French operatives were secretly encouraging slave revolts (Ferguson
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1983:207). However, the publication of the XYZ Affair in 1 798 was the event that turned public
opinion.'^ An unofficial naval war ensued. The French alliance was destroyed, and the French
govemment was shown to be an enemy to the common cause of the American people. This
allowed the common people to rethink the religious and moral implications of French radicalism
without giving up the democratic ideals of the Antifederalist movement (Morris 1953:128-130).
Interestingly, during the period following the Revolutionary War to 1800, many southem
and frontier localities had names that showed French affection. The French influence in names
was most noticeable on the southem frontier, because many localities were named or renamed
during this period. For example, the town Nashville was originally called Nashborough until it
incorporated in 1784. The name change represented the anti-English and pro-French bias that
existed in parts of the South and frontier at that time (Asbury 1958b:256n). On a 1783-1803 map
ofKentucky and Tennessee, 13 localities have the French suffix "ville," Hopewell was renamed
Paris, and one of the three counties in Kentucky was called Fayette. By contrast, only eight
localities end with "town," "boro," "burg," or "borough" (Kagan 1966:125). On a 1794 county
map ofKentucky, three of 1 1 counties show French influence. They are Bourbon, Fayette, and
Mercer (from mercier). fronically, on an 1818 county map ofKentucky, 47 new counfies were
named (Withington 1980:53). None had a name of French origin. This can be explained because
most of those counties were named after the period of French enthusiasm that ended in the late
1790s. In comparison with the mid-Atlantic area and New England, the incidence of French
names is much greater on the frontier and in the South during the period between 1776 to 1800.
Three American commissioners were sent to France in 1 796 to secure a treaty of
commerce and amity. The commission was not received in accordance with diplomatic protocol.
Then the French asked for a loan to France and a bribe of $240,000. The French threatened a
declaration ofwar if the last commissioner departed France. In 1798, Adams submitted all the
correspondence to Congress. All Americans, regardless ofpolitical affiliation were highly insulted
and angered (Morris 1953:128).
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In order to protect America from French influence or subversion, the Federalists passed
two controversial laws in 1798. The Sedition Act made it illegal to criticize a govemment official.
The Alien Act authorized the deportation of "dangerous" people (Morris 1953:146-147). A
dangerous person could be someone who espoused politically incorrect views. Twenty-five
Antifederalists were tried and ten were convicted. The Antifederalists blasted this legislation as
unconstitutional, despotic, and un-American (Morris 1953129-130). The American public agreed.
In the 1800 elecfion. New York sided with the South, and Maryland split its vote. The
Antifederalists won a landslide victory and received a nafional mandate (Hitchcock 1968:94).'*
The Hamilton and Jefferson Debate. Hamilton and the Federalists were sympathetic to the
industrial cause of the North. His principles are as follows:
(1) a balanced and diversified economic order; (2) active governmental encouragement of
finances, industry, commerce and shipping; (3) sympathy for creditor interests; (4)
advocacy of a strong national govemment under executive leadership; (5) distrust of the
people's capacity to govem; and (6) a belief that the best govemment was that of an elite.
(Morris 1953:124)
Barclay shed important light on Hamilton and the undergirding ideology of the Federalists.
Hamilton believed in an intimate and necessary connection between property and liberty.
He frankly declared the mle of property to be not only inevitable but desirable. By nature
and choice an aristocrat, he deliberately sought to ally govemment with wealth. Give, he
contended, to the rich and the wellborn the mling hand and all will be well with the nation.
"The people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right. . . . The
people!�^the people is a great beast!" The principle of exploitation is not to be
condemned, but defended. The increase of national wealth accrued by levying toll upon
the weak and the helpless is to be accepted and contemplated with satisfaction. (1950: 19)
Jefferson and Antifederalism embraced the seven following principles:
(1) a democratic agrarian order based on the individual freeholder; (2) a broad diffusion of
wealth; (3) relative freedom from indusfrialism, urbanism, and organized finance; (4)
sympathy for debtor interests; (5) distmst of centralized govemment; (6) belief in the
perfectibility ofman; and (7) confidence in the view that the people, acting through
representafive institufions, could be left to govem themselves. (Morris 1953:123-124)
The sympathies ofthe Antifederalists were with the common people. "It was for these
people that Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence and introduced his great reforms
Jefferson was elected President by the Congress because he and fellow Antifederalist,
Aaron Burr, had the same number of electoral college votes.
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abolishing entail and primogeniture, establishing freedom of religion, and inaugurating his
comprehensive plans for [general education]" (Barclay 1950:19).
Antifederalists fought for a limited federal govemment. At the same time. Federalists
wanted to expand the role and power of the federal govemment. This led to sectional disputes. In
1790, Hamilton proposed that the federal govemment should assume the debts incurred by the
states during the Revolutionary War. New England states favored this proposal because they had
large, unpaid debts. Southern states were hostile to the plan because they had paid their debts or
had made arrangements to pay them. They also feared that Hamilton's proposal was another
attempt to take power away from the states.
The Virginians protested that the assumption schemes established and perpetuated a
moneyed interest, subordinated agriculture to commercial interests, and was inimical to
republican institutions and the federal form of govemment and that they could "fmd no
clause in the constitution authorizing Congress to assume the debts of the states!" (Morris
1953:122-123)
As a compromise, the South agreed to the "assumption of debts" and the North agreed to establish
the national Capital along the Potomac River.
In 1791, Hamilton's report on the proposed national bank offers another example ofthe
disparity between the Federalists and Antifederalists. Jefferson reported to Washington that the
concept was not constitutional. He was the father of the "strict constructionists" who championed
states rights over the power of the central govemment. He argued that the constitution did not give
the federal govemment the power to incorporate a central bank. Hamilton's response elaborated
the doctrine of "implied powers." He became the father of "loose constructionists." He contended
that, "The proposed bank was related to the Congressional power to collect taxes and regulate
trade: a delegated power implied the employment of such means as were proper for its execution"
(Morris 1953:123). Washington favored Hamilton in the debate.
Following this, Hamilton recommended a stiff tax on the manufacture of distilled liquors.
This imposed a heavy burden on the farmers and the frontier people. For the people on the
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frontier, distilling was an important source of income and a good way to dispose of excess grain.
The tax caused much debate in the South and on the frontier. Western Pennsylvanian counties and
North Carolina united to produce a series of resolutions denouncing the tax. Citizens promised to
oppose its enforcement. Washington declared that he would enforce it. From July 1794 to May
1795, there was a "Whisky Insurrection" in the Pennsylvania back country." Washington ordered
the people to retum to their homes. Finally, he sent 1 5,000 troops to negotiate. When negotiations
failed, he ordered the military to force the issue. The insurgents were quailed. Hamilton was
present for the fight. This disagreement is one of the reasons that Pennsylvania voted with the
South in the 1796 elections. In 1799, there was another uprising in westem Pennsylvania over a
personal property tax issue (Infopedia 1994:Daniel Morgan).
Review of Southem Methodist Growth Data: 1785-1800
Methodism in the southem states had nearly identical membership pattems for this period
(cf Chapter 3). As an aggregate, the membership in the composite states grew from 1785 to 1791 .
Membership plateaued fi-om 1791 through 1793. It declined from 1794 through 1796. From 1797
through 1799 membership stabilized. From 1800 forward, membership grew rapidly. The
combined membership did not overcome the declines following the 1792 membership high until
1803. The worse year in that period was 1795. The best years were 1790 and 1803.
In all but one state, membership declines preceded the decline in the number of circuits as
listed in the membership retums.'* Virginia Methodism reached a high number of circuits in 1794.
" Methodism showed its Federalist sympathies at this point. In October 1794, Asbury talked
about the "whiskey Rebellion" (1958b:29). A few months later, he and his traveling companions
"found it necessary to deal plainly with brother-about his distillery, and to tell him what we
apprehended would be the consequences if persisted in. Its natural tendency would be to corrupt
his family, the neighborhood; and to destroy the society" (1958b:45). On March 26, 1795, Asbury
was in the North Carolina backcountry. He said, "This country improves in . . . stills, a prophet of
strong drink would be acceptable to many of these people. I believe that the Methodist preachers
keep clear, both by precept and example; would to God the members did so too" (1958b:46).
This point is confiising because circuits were listed in two ways in the Minutes. First,
membership summaries were listed for every circuit. Second, each itinerant was appointed to a
named circuit for the next year. A comparison of the two lists shows that some circuits that
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North Carohna Methodism reached its high in 1797. Maryland Methodism reached its high in
1793. South Carolina Methodism reached its high in 1794. The aggregate membership decline
began in 1793. Accordingly, the membership decline did not happen because the MEC stopped
starting new works or because it closed existing works. On the contrary, despite membership
decreases and a shortage of preachers, the MEC continued to assign preachers to new circuits. For
example, between 1793 and 1798, Virginia Methodism started seven new circuits that posted
retums for at least two consecutive years. Many others were attempted. In the same period,
Virginia membership decreased by 4,778. Additionally, during the South Carolina conference in
1796, the preachers agreed to send two of their itinerants as missionaries to Savannah and the
"ancient parts ofGeorgia." Because of the commitment to starting new works, the conference had
to station one preacher where formerly there were two (Asbury 1958b:76).
From the data it is difficult to tell the status of southem itinerants. One hundred and
sixty-eight preachers were appointed to the South in 1792, 198 were appointed in 1795, and 132
were appointed in 1799." In the South, the MEC had an abundance of local preachers who tended
to circuits, societies, and chapels in the absence of a traveling preacher. In fact, the local preachers
took care ofthe chapels and the people when the traveling preachers were at conference or in
another area of the cucuit (MEC 1787:26-27). To accommodate the shortage of preachers, many
of the circuits that had multiple preachers assigned to them in previous years were reduced to one
itinerant. Also, some of the presiding elders were assigned to a circuit after the numeric decline
set-in. In 1 795, four presiding elders were appointed to serve a local circuit (MEC 1813:156-1 62).
received an appointment did not file a membership summary for the following year.
Preachers admitted on trial are listed in the Minutes (MEC 1813). Those who desisted
from traveling are also listed. If one locates these names on the list of appointments, one can guess
which areas of the country lost preachers. However, a preacher who located in Tennessee may
have been from Maryland. Also, a person who entered into the itinerancy from Virginia may have
been sent to Kentucky in his first year as a traveling preacher. Asbury maintained an open
itinerancy. Even after geographical conferences were delineated in 1796, Asbury still moved
unmarried preachers between conferences at will.
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In the 1798 Discipline, Asbury acknowledged that many people argued against the office of
presiding elder because it kept an experienced itinerant from serving in a local circuit where the
need was great.^�
The primary sources show that there was a shortage of traveling preachers in the 1790s,
both to fill circuits and to start new circuits. Nationally, the number of traveling preacher grew by
35 or 36 each year from 1788 to 1791. That number dropped to 20 and 19 in 1792 and 1793.
After that, fiie bottom fell out unfil 1800. Starting in 1796, the total number of itinerants declined.
Since Asbury sent itinerants from the center to the circumference and in any other direction he
deemed necessary, an itinerant decline in one region affected every region because the regions
shared their preachers.^'
Table 6.3 shows that southem Methodism membership plateaued from 1791 through 1793
before it began a three-year period of large declines in 1794. The membership plateau happened
before the slowdown in the number of new preachers and before the slowdown in new circuits.
The shortage of fraveling preachers in the South and the reduction of circuits contributed to the
decline. However, they did not cause it. Most likely, the decline in appointed preachers and
circuits occurred as a response to declining membership. It must be assumed that the membership
decline is prior to the other two.^^
"The objection brought by some, that many of the most useftil preachers are taken out of
the circuits for this purpose [i.e., to serve as a presiding elder], whole preaching-talents are thereby
lost to the connecfion" (MEC 1979:52).
^' "Methodism is Union all over; Union in exchange of preachers; Union and exchange of
sentiment; Union and exchange of interests; we must draw resources from center to
circumference" (Asbury 1958c:164).
Chapter Five showed that there was a positive relationship between numerical grovsth,
starting new circuits, and the number of itinerants. A decrease in anyone of those variables will
affect the other variables. For example, a decrease in traveling preachers will keep the church
from starting new circuits and from dividing old circuits. This will stop new growth. Even when
older circuits are declining, the church can grow numerically if it has the resources to start new
circuits in other places. This is what happened in the 1790s. As the MEC lost numbers in the
South, it covered New England with new circuits and reaped a wonderful harvest that offset some
of the losses in the South.
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Table 6.3
Numerical Difference in Southern Methodism from 1786 through 1803
Year Total Numerical Number of Year Total Numerical Number
Membership Difference Circuits Membership Difference Circuits
1786 15,465 39 1795 43,486 -4,468 82
1787 21,418 5,936 43 1796 39,656 -3,830 80
1788 30,905 9,487 57 1797 39,696 40 79
1789 36,479 5,574 61 1798 38,717 -979 75
1790 46,484 10,005 67 1799 38,590 -127 79
1791 49,207 2,723 82 1800 40,245 1,655 82
1792 50,192 985 88 1801 44,068 3,823 84
1793 50,050 -142 88 1802 49,952 5,884 84
1794 47,954 -2,096 87 1803 61,126 11,174 89
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church Minutes. (1813).
Numerical Increases in Southem Methodism
From 1786 through 1790, southem Methodism experienced an enormous numerical gain
of 31,019. The southem church increased by 5,978 members in 1787, by 9,462 in 1788, by 5,574
in 1789, and by 10,005 in 1790. In that four-year period, the southem church tripled its size.
Methodism in Virginia grew by 12,088 new members, in Maryland it grew by 9,367 new members,
in North Carolma it grew by 4,528 new members, in South Carolina it grew by 2,820 new
members, and in Georgia it grew by 2,216 new members.
During this period, the number of circuits increased by 28. The number of preachers also
increased. The new work in Georgia blossomed from 78 members in 1786 to 2,294 in 1790. The
work in South Carolina that began in 1784 grew to 3,458 members in 1790. From 1786 to 1790,
the number of circuits grew from four to ten. Maryland Methodism added six circuits. Virginia
Methodism added 12 circuits.
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The new circuits in Georgia stretched along the border with South Carolina. In South
Carolina the Pee Dee circuit was split. It grew from 295 members in 1786 to 1,087 in 1790.
Several circuits grew up around the Broad River circuit in the western part ofthe state by present
day Greenville. Prior to 1786, most of the North Carohna circuits were in the revival beh on the
South-central boarder with Virginia and in the westem areas ofthe state. All the new circuits were
in the eastem part of the state and on the South Carolina border.
In Virginia, 13 ofthe new circuhs were located in the westem and central parts ofthe
state. Five were located in present day West Virginia. Three ofthe new circuits were in the old
revival area. One was located in the hi-state area that borders with Maryland and Pennsylvania.
A substantial numerical increase happened in the tri-state area. Before being divided in
1792, the Berkley circuh grew from 166 to 1,216 members. The Bath circuh was taken from the
Frederick circuit in Maryland. The combined circuhs grew from 588 to 2,145 members.
The old revival area received another blessing in 1788. Asbury claimed that the revival
added 1,400 members to the Sussex circuits and more in the Brunswick circuh. The revival
included whites and blacks (1958a:560). In 1787, Brunswick and Sussex had a combined
membership of 1,055. The next year the membership jumped to 3,215. Following the revival the
Sussex circuit divided in 1789 and formed the Surry circuit. Prior to dividing, it had a membership
of 1,806. More than 500 of the members were black. The Surry circuh continued to grow. By
1793, the black membership equaled 955. Blacks outnumbered the whites. In 1794, the Surry and
Sussex circuits were reunited. After the reunion, the black membership withered away. Not
withstanding that decrease, numerical growth continued in Virginia through 1793. By that time,
21 new circuits were added. Those circuits accounted for 9,458 of the 18,186 members in the
state.
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Lee offered an important firsthand description of the Virginia revival. He showed the
importance of revival and how the MEC used the phenomenon of revival to increase its
membership as it won people to God. In the 1 800s, the southern church regularized revivals and
purposely promoted them. During the period of southem decline, leaders tried to manufacture
revivals by encouraging prayer meetings and other activities associated with them. The southem
revivals in 1788 and 1789 were the precursors to the Second Great Awakening and the camp
meetings on the frontier. As such. Lee's description of the Virginia revival is significant.
The greatest revival was in the south parts ofVirginia, which began in July, and continued
to prosper throughout the year Prayer meetings were frequently held both in the town
and the country, souls were frequently converted at those meetings, even when there was
no preacher present; for the prayers and exhortations of the members were greatly owned.
(1810: 129-130)
The most remarkable work was in Sussex, and Brunswick circuits, where the meetings
would frequently continue for five or six hours together, and some all night. ... At one
quarterly meeting ... in Brunswick circuit . . . some hundreds were awakened; and it was
supposed that above one hundred souls were converted at that meeting. . . . The next
quarterly meeting ... in Sussex . . . was favored with more divine presence than any other
that had been known before. . . . Before the preachers came together, many of the young
converts, had come together, and uniting with christians [sic] in singing and praying, the
heavenly fire had began to kindle. ... By the time the preachers came within half a mile
ofthe chapel, they heard the people shouting and praising God. (1810:130-131)
While the society was collected in the house, some of the preachers went into the woods to
preach, and while they were preaching the power of the Lord was felt among the people in
such a manner, that they roared and screamed so loud that the preacher could not be heard,
and was compelled to stop. Many scores of both white and black people fell to the
earth. . . . Many of the wealthy people fell to the earth; and some lay in the deepest
distress until evening. Many of these people who were happily converted, left their houses
and came to the meeting with great opposition to the work ofGod; but were struck down
in an unexpected manner, and converted in a few hours. (1810:131-132)
It was thought, that in the course of that summer, there were as many as sixteen hundred
souls converted in Sussex circuit; in Brunswick circuit eighteen hundred; and in Amelia
circuit about eight hundred. In these three circuits we had the greatest revival of religion;
but in many other circuits there was a gracious work and hundreds were brought to God in
the course of the year. (1810:133-134)
From 1786 to 1790, no new circuits were begun in the Eastem Shore ofMaryland. Its
membership increased from 3,266 to 4,622. However, in 1789 and 1790, tremendous growth
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happened in the Baltimore area. The growth was so exceptional that it gave birth to seven new
circuits in that area. Membership in the Baltimore area grew from 766 to 5,578 in a five-year
period. Asbury described his experience while at the revival in September 1789.
Preached in the town and at the [Fell's] Point. The last quarterly meeting was a
wonder-working time: fifty or sixty souls . . . appeared to be brought to God; people were
daily praying from house to house; some crying for mercy, others rejoicing in God, and not
a few, day after day, joining in society for the benefit of religious fellowship. . . . Many of
the children ofthe Methodists are the happy subjects of this glorious revival. We have
more members in Baltimore (town and Point) than in any city or town on the continent.
(1958a:608)
The revival in Baltimore owed much of its success to the strategy of the preachers. They
were concemed that most ofthe inhabitants did not hear their sermons on Sunday moming because
of competition with other churches. Since they desired to reach more people, they determined to
take the preaching to them. This had great success.
The work of God greatly increased in Baltimore town in the course of the summer 1788,
owing to a plan that was adopted, of preaching on the common, or in the Market-house on
Howard's-hill, every Sunday in the aftemoon, after the public service was ended in all the
churches. By this means we had thousands to hear us, who did not usually attend our
meetings. Many persons had been converted in town before the conference came on in
September. (1810:139)
The open air preaching prepared the people for the work of God. It also raised the level of
expectation in the town. The Baltimore conference was a repeat of the revival in Virginia. It
produced extemal manifestations ofGod's presence. Throngs were converted. After the
conference, the Methodists retumed to the open air preaching with more success. "The Sunday
following there was preaching in the Market-house on Howard's-hill, at 5 o'clock, where some
thousands of people attended" (1810:140). Many more were converted and the revival spread to
the town's people and continued for a long period.
During this period, southem Methodism grew for the reasons explained in the beginning
section ofChapter 5. ft expanded its borders by added new circuits, it divided existing circuits to
work the area more intentionally, and it sent missionaries to the far extremes like Georgia, ft
demonstrated a missionary spirit and had an effective organization that made the most of growth
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opportunities. Numerical growth was contagious, and it was celebrated. Also, revivals added
large numbers of people to the church. Whether the revivals came as an act ofGod, were
psycho-social phenomena, or were manufactured by the church, matters not. They were used by
the MEC in the South to bring sinners to faith and to increase its membership. In fact, they
became a defining characteristic of the southem church.
There was a long hiatus of no revivals in the South during the 1790s. However, in 1800,
the revival rains poured down on the parched, dry soil of southern Methodism. The showers
started as a sprinkle and turned into a torrent. The storm began at the 1 800 General Conference in
Baltimore.
The revival of religion which took place in Baltimore during conference, began
particularly in Old Town, where the people held meeting in a private house The work
then began to spread, and souls were converted in the different meeting-houses, and in
different private houses, both by day and by night. The old christians were wonderfully
stirred up to cry to God more eamestly, and the preachers that tarried in town for a few
days were all on fire of love. Such a time of refreshing from the presence of the Lord had
not been felt in that town for some years. (Lee 1810:271)
Two weeks later, the revival intensified at the Duck Creek Conference.
[It] had such an effect on the inhabitants, that 1 1 7 persons, in and about that little village,
joined our society in the course of a few days. ... In all our societies in that
neighborhood, there was a considerable ingathering of precious souls. . . . From that time
and place, the heavenly flame spread through the Eastem Shore ofMaryland, and the
lower counties of the Delaware state, in an uncommon manner. The preachers and people
carried the fire of love with them to their different circuits, and places of abode.
Thousands of people will have cause to bless God for that conference. (Lee 1810:273)
After this, Lee filled up three pages describing all the different places that experienced
revival in 1800. Asbury referred to these revivals as "our Pentecost." He located them all over the
South.
Surely we may say our Pentecost is fully come this year, when we recollect what God hath
wrought in Edisto in South, and Guilford in North Carolina; Franklin, Amelia, and
Glouster, in Virginia; in Baltimore, and Cecil, in Maryland; in Dover, Duck Creek, and
Milford, in Delaware! (1958b:235)
When Asbury traveled to Virginia to conduct the conference there, people were expecting
great things. They were so excited that they gathered around Asbury's carriage as if he "had a cake
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and cider cart" (1958b:250). They were not disappointed. Revival continued in Virginia, too. It
was even more pronounced in Maryland.
Brother George Roberts wrote that they are a thousand strong in Baltimore. That there
hath been a work in Annapolis is certain: indeed it begins to be more and more general in
the towns, and in the country God hath begun to pour out his Spirit; and almost
generally through Montgomery and Frederick circuits Some hundreds in three
months have been under awakenings and conversions, upon the westem shore. District of
Maryland Perhaps six hundred souls, in this district and in Bahimore, have been
converted since General Conference. Hartford, Bahimore, Calvert, Federal, Montgomery,
and Frederick feel the flame My soul hath been agonizing for a revival upon the
westem shore ofMaryland for many years, and now the Lord hath sent h.
(1958b:247-248)
By 1803, Maryland Methodism doubled its size as it gained 12,009 new members in three years.
Reasons for Numerical Decline in the South
Many have attributed the great southem membership decline in the 1790s to the influence
of French republicanism with its emphasis on rational deism and atheism, and the pohtical
ideology of antifederalism. Antifederalism shared many beliefs with French republicanism. They
are major contextual factors in the South. They affected Methodist membership. First, they made
parts of the South very unreceptive to the preaching of an evangelical Christianity that focused on
personal sin and the need of personal salvation. Antifederalism believed in the perfectibility of
humankind, and it was very optimistic about human nature. It was humanistic at its core. Its
leaders were deists. Education was essential for the progress of the nation and its people and
through education the masses could be changed. Religion should serve a functional purpose
defmed in terms of personal morality and the improvement of society. Dogmatic debates and
church allegiance were of little concem. People who espoused humanistic ideology were unlikely
to embrace Methodism or any evangelical faith.
Second, French republicanism and antifederalism eschewed old world monarchies and the
institutions that supported them to include established churches. They believed in the equality of
all people and sought to destroy institutional stmctures that valued or elevated one class of people
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above another. Generally, the masses favored the democratic gospel ofthe MEC preachers (free
grace and free will) and the Methodist worship experience that allowed for individual expression.
However, the same people disliked Methodism's ecclesiastical structure because it reflected
Federalists ideals. The MEC organization minimized the democratic participation ofthe people
and reinforced an exclusive and arbitrary institutional organization. The episcopacy and rigid
itinerancy are cases in point. Hierarchy was written all over the MEC. It was at this point that
Methodism was most vulnerable to southern critics. The detractors ofMethodism were very good
at casting their criticisms in organizational and structural terms. The intemal debates and large
scale defections within the MEC reflect this reality. Additionally, the bad publicity associated
with these debates pushed many would-be converts away from Methodism.
In the following section, the origins and influence ofAntifederalism and French
republicanism in the South during the 1790s are described. It is intended as background material.
French Republicanism and Antifederalism in the South
The fathers of "Republicanism" in Virginia (Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Patrick
Henry, and George Mason) were also strong proponents of deism^' and admirers of the French
Revolution. These statesmen were affected by the French Revolution in 1789, and adopted its
value system (Miller 1960).^" They were supporters of Thomas Paine and the new French
Republic.^^ According to J Edwin Orr, "Thomas Jefferson, father of the American republic, lent
In a personal letter to Adams, Jefferson wrote the following words. "If by religion, we are
to understand Sectarian dogmas, in which no two of them agree, then your explanation on that
hypothesis is just, 'that this world would be the best of all possible worlds, if there were no religion
in it.' But if the moral precepts, innate in man, and made a part of his physical condition, as
necessary for social being, if the sublime doctrines of philanthropism, and deism taught us by
Jesus ofNazareth in which all agree, constitute tme religion, then, without it, this would be
'something not fit to be named, even indeed a Hell.' " (Gaustad 1993:297)
^'^ Jefferson was the U.S. Secretary to France from 1784 to 1789. During this time, he
steeped himself in French culture and witnessed, with excitement and approval, the early stages of
the French Revolution.
Thomas Paine resided in France during the 1 790s. In 1 79 1 , he published The Rights of
Man. It assailed monarchy and aristocracy and it supported the ideals of the French Revolution. It
forcibly argued in favor of democracy, republicanism, and personal freedom (Carmth
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much aid to the rapid spread of rationalistic deism in the newly independent United States"
(1975:7). Jefferson demonstrated his commitment to deistic values when he wrote Article 16 of
the Virginia constitution. It reads, "Religion, or the duty which we owe our creator, and the
manner of discharging it, can be directed only by reason, and conviction, not by force or violence;
and therefore, all men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion according to the dictates
of conscience" (Sweet 1973:190).
True to his values, Jefferson pushed for disestablishment ofthe Anglican Church,
championed individual rights with equal protection, universal voting rights for men, and advocated
republicanism. Much of his sentiment was shared by the common people in the South.
However, many of the wealthy people in the south, especially those on large slave
plantations and those along the coast, were sympathetic to federalism and Great Britain. They
enjoyed the benefits of a ranked society that gave them special privilege. The implications of
antifederalism and the French Revolution frightened them (Ramsay 1858:240). They were the
ones who feared that France would seed a slave revolt in the South.
Before the XYZ Affair, Jefferson, et al. favored a close diplomatic relationship with
France and the cancellation of the favorable trade treaty with England. They believed that English
monarchialism would be the downfall ofAmerica. Also, they distrusted organized religion and
were not kind to evangelical Christianity. Their sentiment was a very powerful force in the South
and on the frontier in the 1790s. The ubiquitous common press trumpeted it. As such, the ideals
of "republicanism" were widespread and widely accepted in those parts before 1798 (Miller 1960).
1987:107-108). In his book. The Age ofReason (1976), he defined the implications of deism.
There were three frauds, mystery, miracle, and prophecy. "It is better, far better, that we admitted,
if it were possible, a thousand devils to roam at large, and to preach publicly the doctrine of devils,
if there were any such, than that we permitted one such impostor and monster as Moses, Joshua,
Samuel, and the Bible prophet, to come with the pretended word ofGod, and have credit among
us" (Gaustad 1993:294-295). The book had a profound affect and was especially popular with
common people who resented religious and political tyranny (Carruth 1987:1 12). According to
deism, organized religion was the bane of humankind and the cause of its bondage and misery.
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At times, republican idealism and antifederalism were merged so that they were
indistinguishable to the average person.
[The French Revolution] popularized the ideal of democratic govemment and provided a
body of philosophy for those who had been instinctively sympathetic with the largely
unformulated democratic ideals of the new nation. It supplied the masses with effective
slogans in support of democracy. But unfortunately the association of atheism with the
French Revolution gave the enemies of political democracy and social equality in America
a powerful weapon. Federalists charged that the word "Republican" was synonymous with
atheism. ... As a result a strong odium theologicum became attached to the advocacy of
democratic principles�an explanation, at least in part, of the estimates of wide prevalence
of atheism preceding the close of the eighteenth century. (Barclay 1950:20)
The connection between "Republican" values and the decline ofChristianity was not
unfounded. Orr analyzed the history of this period. According to him, it was a dark season for
Christianity. French influence, deism and the Enlightenment were the main culprits.^* He wrote.
But there was also the blistering Tom Paine, champion of American independence and
French revolution, proposing rationalistic deism as the proper doctrine of emerging
democracies. Paine's writings were immensely popular and masses of restless people took
hold of his ideas and abandoned orthodox Christianity. (1975:7)
Contextual Factors in South Carolina. The history of South Carolina during this period
illustrated the influence of French ideology and antifederalism in the public arena. Even though
the following historical sketch is specific to South Carolina, it is very similar to the rest ofthe
South; that is, the specifics are different but the themes are the same.
When the state convention met in 1790, the state capital had been moved to Columbia
from Charleston. This was done to give the common people more ownership ofthe govemment.
The wealthy, landed gentry, and slaves were concentrated along the coastal regions. The masses
ofwhite people populated the cental and westem regions of the state. They argued that the state
capital should be central to the people and not in the pocket of the aristocrats. Govemment was
for the people, of the people, and by the people.
Besides the influence of the French Republicanism, Orr also mentioned seven other factors
that contributed to American apathy. They were the unsettled state of society following the
Revolutionary War, the self-assertive feelings which accompanied independence, the changing
social conditions, the lure ofthe westem frontier, the mgged individualism ofthe frontiersman,
and the break-up of family and church relationships due to emigration (1975:7).
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The convention was called, "in order to strengthen the principles of republicanism
enjoined on the Legislature as soon as might be convenient, 'to pass laws for the abolition of the
rights of primogeniture, and for giving and equitable distribution of the real estate of intestates' "
(Ramsay 1858:242). The state also disestablished the Episcopal Church. These were key
provisions in the Antifederalist platform and stated goals of Jefferson.
In old countries where the feudal system had long prevailed, the entailing of real estate on
the eldest males in succession, was a cornmon practice; this was transferred from Europe
to America while the colonies were British provinces, and was by many thought an useful
appendage to royal govemment, as favoring the distinction of ranks in society. To
republicanize the rising generation, the convention of the people of South Carolina made it
the duty of the constituted authorities to do away this accompaniment of royalty as far as
was compatible with liberty. . . . The aristocracy which had attached itself to some of the
old families in Carolina, received a check. (Ramsay 1858:242-243)
In 1793, Charleston celebrated Bastille Day with a great parade and pageantry. The
people enthusiastically welcomed Citizen Genet, the first minister from Republican France.
During this time, South Carolina opened its ports to French privateers and allowed them to arm
and equip within its borders. This was in violation America's policy of neutrality (Ramsay
1858:243).
Jacobinism influenced many of the young men in Charleston. Jacobin was a member of a
radical political club in France that promoted the Reign of Terror from 1789-1794. Devotees
despised ecclesiastical stmcUires and anything associated with royalty. When the Pitt Statue
was
being moved in 1794, its head fell off This received publicity and was said to be an ominous sign
for the aristocrats (Molloy 1947:82-83). This was taken as a veiled threat and deepened the
animosity and distmst between the rich and the other classes.
And even while the enthusiasts had been crying up the French Revolution and denouncing
the upper classes, they had welcomed the [French] refugees from Santo Domingo [Haiti],
some five hundred ofwhom, in 1792 arrived in [Charleston] after fleeing the [slave revolt]
in the island. The Santo Dominicans, added to the Huguenots, could not but have
deepened the French finge ofthe town's culture. (Molloy 1947:83)
Methodism and the Charleston Context. As an eye witness to Charleston during this
period, Asbury's remarks are invaluable. His remarks and the membership statistics
indicate that
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the white male population of Charleston rejected Methodism. Some persecuted the MEC. The
mockery and hate resembled the attitude of the Jocobins in France. Certainly, many tried to
intimidate the Methodist preachers. Their actions reflect the attitudes that were associated with
Thomas Paine and French idealists.
Asbury stated.
While another was speaking in the moming to a very crowded house, and many outside, a
man made a riot at the door; an alarm at once took place; the ladies leaped out at the
windows of the church, and a dreadful confusion ensued. Again whilst I was speaking at
night, a stone was thrown against the north side of the church; then another on the south; a
third came through the pulpit window, and struck near me inside the pulpit. (1958a:564)
The year 1 795 was particularly bad for Methodists in Charleston. Asbury wrote, "One
young man behaved amiss, for which I removed him: perhaps he might be among those in the
evening who made a riot, broke the windows, and beat open the doors" (1958b:40). Did this man
come to the service to dismpt it? Most likely he did. Afterward, the bishop was verbally abused.
"I was insulted on the pavement with some as horrible sayings as could come out of a creature's
month on this side of hell. When I pray in my room, . . . those who walk the street will shout at
me" (1958b:41). Two years later Asbury still feft the sting ofCharleston's irreverent ire. "No
justice for Cumberland Street Methodists. A young Scot shouted in the church, and after he was
taken out ofthe house stmck three or four men: no bill was found against him; and we are insulted
every night by candlelight" (1958:1 17). Persecution and intimidation were a part of life for
Methodist preachers in Charleston. "I lament the wickedness of this city, and their great hatred
against us" (195 8b: 116).
Asbury confirmed that the people ofCharleston were not very devout in religious piety
and observances. He stated, "In Charleston, I doubt that 1 had seventy white hearers because the
vast number in the city do not attend to the worship ofGod anywhere" (1958b:39).
The white and worldly people are intolerably ignorant ofGod; playing, dancing, swearing,
racing; these are their common practices and pursuits. Our few male members do not
attend preaching; and I fear there is hardly one who walks with God: the woman and
Africans attend our meetings, and some few strangers also. (1958b:41)
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Asbury was grieved because the white people in Charleston were unconcerned about spiritual
issues. "The city now appears to be running mad for races, plays, and balls. ... I have thought if
we had entered here to preach only to the Africans, we should probably have done better"
(1958b:78). Because of the total rejection by the white population, in 1797, Asbury determined
that the MEC was not send to the white people in Charleston (1958b: 117). During these years, the
white membership in Charleston never reached 75. The slave membership was 420.^'
The Changing Tide. French enthusiasm in the general population waned quickly. After
the XYZ Affair was published, people expected war with France. Ironically, the same city that
welcomed Genet now built and fortified Castle Pinkney to defend the city ofCharleston. The fort
was named after a hometown hero who defied the French Directory (Molloy 1947:83). Pinkney
was a mayor ofCharleston and ran for President on the Federalist ticket in 1 800 and 1 804.
Ironically, as popular as he was in South Carolina, his state voted for the antifederalist Burr in the
1800 election (Ramsay 1858:240-241). Public sentiment tumed away from France, but political
sentiments remained firmly attached to antifederalism.
The popular rise of antifederalism in 1791 coincided with the beginning ofthe Methodist
numerical slowdown and decline in the South. At that time, Jefferson and allies began to
campaign for their cause as they swayed the people to their point of view. They were so effective
that they won over the House ofRepresentative with a large majority in the 1792 elections. The
waning ofFrench idealism in 1798 marked the beginning of southem Methodism's gradual
recovery. Republican ideals and French romanticism were two different realities. Republic ideals
rose out ofthe American Revolution and were codified in national benchmarks (e.g., the Bill of
Rights and the Declaration of Independence). For a time, in the minds ofmany, they were
Georgetown had a similar membership pattem. When the circuit was started in 1790,
there were 149 whites and ten blacks. Ten years later, there were 181 blacks and seven whites.
Curiously, the Edisto circuit did not follow this the lead of the other coastal circuits. Its white
membership grew from 240 in 1787 to 509 in 1799. The black membership grew to 163 in 1792,
then declined to 1 10 in 1799.
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combined. When they were disentangled, republicanism remained, and French idealism
evaporated.
The Clash ofMethodism and Republicanism
Methodism was founded in England and established within an English milieu. It appealed
to the working people and to those who were the dispossessed of society. Wesley had a passion
for the people. However, British Methodism assumed an English identity and worked out its
issues in that context. Wesley was an Anglican priest who enjoyed the benefits of establishment.
He was a monarchist who lived in a stratified world. In his Methodist kingdom, he assumed the
role of an absolute monarch. Most of all, he was very patriotic and loyal to England.
These values were anfithefical to republicanism and caused tension whenever their
implications were played out in America. To a great extent. Coke shared Wesley's prejudices and
his views.^* To a lesser extend, Asbury also shared Wesley's views. However, Asbury attempted
to conceal and modify his bias. Additionally, he attempted to adapt American Methodism to its
various contexts. For his efforts, he had confiict with Wesley and those who supported Wesley
(e.g.. Coke, Vasey, and Hammett); and he had conflict with those who pushed for the complete
"Americanization" ofMethodism (e.g., O'Kelly, et al.). The latter group threatened to destroy its
essence. Asbury stood between these opposing forces and attempted to mold American
Methodism into a national church that was true to its Wesleyan core and true to the American
experience.
Institutional conflict exposed the fault lines in early American Methodism. As they relate
to numerical growth and decline, the fault lines are points of debarkation. The following sections
In 1800, Coke wrote to a friend in England and expressed his political view. "Political
dispute runs very high in this country; and I have considerable fears that the Democratic party
[Antifederalists] gains strength. The new Election for a President comes on next autumn. 1 trust
the Almighty God will grant such success to the armies of the Allied Powers [Federalists], that the
French interest in these States will receive a mortal blow" (Andrews 1986:297).
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give brief sketches of several contextual issues and institutional conflicts in order to determine the
relationship between them and numerical decline.
Wesley's Authority Rejected bv the American TonWn.. The preachers at the Christmas
Conference promised that they would submit to Wesley in matters of govemment. Soon, that
promise was broken. In a letter to Coke on September 6, 1786, Wesley wrote, "I desire that you
would appoint a General Conference of all our preachers in the United States, to meet at Baltimore
on May 1st, 1787, and that Mr. Whatcoat may be appointed a superintendent with Mr. Francis
Asbury" (Lee 1810:126). In the 1786 Minutes, the conference was scheduled to be held at
Petersburg on June 19, 1787. Many preachers did not receive notice ofthe change or were
inconvenience by it so that they did not attend the called General Conference.
Coke opened the conference and presided. He read Wesley's letter. Wesley ordered that
Whatcoat be ordained a superintendent with Asbury and that Freebom Garrettson be ordained and
appointed a superintendent to Nova Scotia.^' A heated debate ensued. Coke pushed the point and
reminded the preachers that they were bound to obey Wesley. The conference determined not to
abide by Wesley's order, and they repudiated their earlier promise.'" Lee offered two reasons why
the preachers disobeyed Wesley. First, Whatcoat was not qualified to take charge ofthe American
connection. Unlike Asbury, he was relatively new to America. Second, they did not want Wesley
to recall Asbury to England. They assumed that to be his plan (1810:126). To make the point
more clear, they stmck Wesley's name from the Minutes. In effect, they expelled Wesley from the
American connecfion (cf Asbury 1958a:538, 1958c:50-51).
The conference was willing that Garrettson be ordained and dispatched provided that he
stayed in Canada. They did not want him to retum to America and assume an episcopal
relationship with the American Church. Under those conditions, Garrettson chose not to be
ordained (Lee 1810:126).
^�
"Many ofthe members of that conference argued that they were not at the conference
when that engagement [to obey Wesley] was entered into, and they did not consider themselves
bound by it. Other preachers who had said they were 'Ready to obey his commands,' said they did
not feel ready now to obey his command" (Lee 1810:127).
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Prior to the conference, while Coke was out ofthe United States, he wrote letters to the
preachers. He was Wesley's intermediary, and in that capacity he acted like the bishop-in-charge
ofAmerican Methodism. When this information came to light, the conference was very displeased
with Coke. According to Lee,
The preachers complained of Dr. Coke, because he had taken upon himself a right which
they never gave him, of altering the time and place of holding our conference, after it had
been settled and fixed on at the previous conference. Another complaint was brought
against him for writing improper letters to some of our preachers, such as were calculated
to sfir up sfiife and contention among them. (1810:125)
Coke was humbled by them. He signed a pledge not to exercise any govemment whatever
in the MEC during his absences from the United States. Furthermore, he agreed to limit his
episcopal authority while in the United States (Asbury 195 8c:54).
Asbury did not take an active part in the debate. O'Kelly was the primary antagonist who
spoke for the preachers. Afterward, Asbury wrote a letter that expressed his feelings on the issue.
His letter placed the debate in a political context. Wesley could not be a monarch in America
because that role did not exist in the States. America was free from English control, and the MEC
must be free from Wesley's autocratic control. Practically speaking, Wesley could not know what
was best for the American connection because he was not intimately familiar with that connection
or the preachers in it. His opinions were determined by the biased words of others. Asbury
believed that he was qualified and called to be the leader of American Methodism by virtue of his
long service and intimate knowledge of every part of it (cf. Asbury 1958c:62-64)."
^' "There is not a man in the world so obnoxious to the American politicians as our dear old
Daddy [Wesley]. . . . We may form a friendly treaty with England, and new model our
govemment to look more like monarchy and aristocracy. Still there will be a jealousy. . . . My
real sentiments are union but no subordination, connexion [sic] but no subjection. 1 am sure that
no man or number ofmen in England can direct either the head or the body here unless he or they
should possess divine powers. . . . That one thousand preachers traveling and local; and thirty
thousand people would submit to a man they never nor can see, his advice they will follow as far
as they judge it right. For our old, old Daddy to appoint conferences when and where he was
pleased, to appoint a joint superintendent with me, were strokes of power he did not understand.
He told me he would not ask the preachers' consent as to whom he should appoint. ... 1 believe
[Rankin] has got the ear of old Daddy too. He sometimes prates against me with malicious words
because I was bold to stay when he like a coward ran away, not through fear, but hope of gaining
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For myself, this I had submitted to;'' but the American's were too jealous to bind
themselves to yield to him in all things relative to Church government. Mr. Wesley was a
man they had never seen�was three thousand miles off�how might submission, in such a
case, be expected? Brother Coke and myself gave offense to the connexion by enforcing
Mr. Wesley's will in some matters. (Asbury 195 8a:745)
Like Asbury, O'Kelly also argued against Wesley's order based on American independence
and expediency. Wesley and the MEC bishops should not determine things without the consent of
the preachers. America fought a war to win its freedom from England and the preachers have
worked hard in difficuh times to buih up the flock. They are competent to govern themselves by
means of the conference.
[I] am perfectly willing if Brother Asbury thinks well to chuse [sic] one or two
superintendents as the work is too great for Brother Asbury to act in conjunction with him
as the younger; and all in subordination to the Conference, but let our dear preachers have
this liberty, to choose their master. (Asbury 1958c:53)
Underlying the entire debate was the issue of authority. America was an independent
nation, govemed under republican principles. Emerging republican ideals infiltrated the people
and the MEC. The new church had to conform to those expectations in order to be acceptable to
the Methodist people in the South. Based on that, the bishop(s) derived their power to govem and
ordain from the conference, and they were amenable to the conference for its use. They were a
constitutional president, not a king. In this scenario, there was no room for a meddling
ecclesiastical monarch from England to interfere with the conference or interject his control via
letter or emissary. Ultimately, Wesley's expulsion and Coke's mea culpa left Asbury in fijll control
of the cormection. However, O'Kelly, by virtue of his war service, long tenure in the connection,
eloquent articulation on behalf of the preachers, and leadership office as a presiding elder, was in a
position to check Asbury if he used his power in an unapproving way.
preferment in the church or state. ... He thought it his duty to support that, and I my duty to
support the Govemment, and altho' I had respected his religious creed, I did not think myself
obliged to adopt his political creed. . . . We enjoy real liberty here, no denomination hath any
pre-eminence over another, and I hope never will have. I wish we may all stand on equal ground"
(1958c:62-64).
Prior to the gathering, he notified Whatcoat and told him to meet him for the purpose of
being ordained a bishop. Asbury intended to obey Wesley until the conference voted to the
contrary.
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The Rise ofO'Kelly and His Defection. After taking the leadership role in the dethroning
ofWesley and the humbling ofCoke, O'Kelly next turned his eyes to Asbury. The battle began
when O'Kelly observed Asbury's autocratic tendencies and his use ofthe Council to control the
conference and have his own way.
In 1789, the bishops convinced the conferences that the MEC needed an instrument to
bring administrative unity to the connection. Before the Council, American Methodism functioned
like a confederacy of district conferences." A general conference would be preferred, but it was
not practical. The Council would take its place. The Council would be formed of "chosen men
out ofthe several districts as representatives of the whole connection, to meet at stated times" (Lee
1810:149).
These shall have authority to mature every thing they shall judge expedient. 1 . To
preserve the general union: 2. to render and preserve the extemal form ofworship similar
in all our societies through the continent: 3. To preserve the essentials ofthe Methodist
doctrines and disciplines pure and uncorrupted: And, lastly, they are authorized to mature
every thing they may see necessary for the good of the church, and for the promoting and
improving our colleges and plan of education. Provided nevertheless, that nothing shall be
received as the resolution of the council, unless it be assented to unanimously by the
council; and nothing so assented to by the council, shall be binding in any district, till it
has been agreed upon by a majority of the conference which is held for that district. (Lee
1810:149)
The first Council in 1789 changed the last part of its charter. It determined that a majority
of the district conferences could ratify the resolutions of the Council and make them binding on all
the districts. Before this, it was stated that the mlings of the Council would only be binding on the
districts that ratified them. Such a mle would have divided American Methodism so that one area
would have been govemed by one set of rules and another part by a different set of rules.
As Asbury traveled from one side of the connection to the next, he conducted district
conferences. Sometimes, the attendance was quite small. This caused agitation with the preachers
for several reasons. First, they only met in small numbers and were prevented from politicking
together. Second, Asbury's presence in a small group was a bit overwhelming. Third, the minutes
did not get printed in time to see where preachers were appointed before they were moved again
(Lee 1810).
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Lee wrote that the plan for the Council was "exceedingly dangerous." The preachers who
voted in favor of it soon realized their error. The Council was to be composed ofthe bishops and
the presiding elders. The elders were not free to represent the people because they were not
amenable to the people. They were selected by the bishop and removed by the bishop at his will.
This made the presiding elder a pawn ofthe bishop (Lee 1810:150-151). It also gave impetus to a
movement that wanted to elect presiding elders. Even after the problem with the Council was
settled, the presiding elder issued continued. Asbury argued that they derived their authority from
him and that they exercised it on his behalf As such, they needed to be amenable to him. Others
thought that an independent presiding eldership would be a buffer between the bishops and the
preachers and that they would represent the interests of the people.
O'Kelly emerged as the strongest voice in opposition to the Council. He was a presiding
elder and a member of the first Council. After he retumed to his district in south Virginia, he
spoke bitterly against it. Asbury reported,
I received a letter from the presiding elder of this district, James O'Kelly; he makes heavy
complaints ofmy power, and bids me stop for one year, or he must use his influence
against me. Power! power! there is not a vote given in a conference in which the presiding
elder had not greatly the advantage ofme; all the influence I am to gain over a company of
young men in a disfrict must be done in three weeks; the greater part of them, perhaps, are
seen by me only at conference, whilst the presiding elder has had them with him all the
year, and has the greatest opportunity of gaining influence; this advantage may be abused;
let the bishops look to it; but who has the power to lay an embargo on me, and to make of
none effect the decisions of the conferences of the union? (1958a:620).
When Asbury came to O'Kelly's district in 1 790 to seek approval for the Council
resolutions, all but two of the 19 itinerants appointed to it refused. Asbury complained that the
young men were totally under the influences of their elders (1958a:642). From there, O'Kelly
sought to organize a grassroots resistance to the Council and the power ofAsbury (May 1978:242).
The next Council meeting was scheduled for 1790. Prior to the meeting, Asbury
confessed, "I have feh grieved in mind that there is a link broken out ofthe twelve that should
form a chain of union. 1 hope God will sanctify some providence to the explanation of this matter.
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and heal the whole" (1958a:644). To attempt that healing, he sent a letter to O'Kelly in which he
promised "to take his seat in the council as another member; and in that point, at least, wave the
claims ofthe episcopacy; yea, I would lie down and be trodden upon, rather than knowingly injure
one soul" (1958a:649). For the sake of unity, the 1790 Council did not send out any resolutions to
the district conferences.
O'Kelly continued his campaign by writing letters to Coke and others and by accusing
Asbury of "dreadful things." He sought a political alliance with Coke. In a letter to O'Kelly, after
the death ofWesley, Coke showed his hand.
Methodism is gone. But remember when we meet together and overthrow the new
institution [the Council] as I believe we shall, ifMr. Asbury is not satisfied with the
govemment as it stood before, we will contend for a Republican govemment. Give me thy
hand�fear not; I am a friend ofAmerica. (Asbury 1958c:99n)
Coke showed further animosity toward Asbury in the funeral sermon he preached for Wesley.
"Two of those actors in Mr. Wesley's expulsion are dead and damned, and the others, with their
patron, will go to hell except they repent" (Asbury 1958c:99n).
Unbeknownst to O'Kelly and the American preachers, at the time immediately preceding
the death ofWesley, Coke was seeking to unite American Methodism with the newly formed
Protestant Episcopal Church in America. He sought an audience with Bishop White for this
purpose, and he wrote letters expressing his desire for it. He stated.
But what can be done for a reunion, which I wish for, and to accomplish which, Mr.
Wesley, I have no doubt, would use his influence to the utmost? The affection of a very
considerable number of the preachers and most of the people, is very strong toward him,
notwithstanding the excessive ill usage he received from a few. . . . Yet Mr. Asbury whose
influence is very capital, will not easily comply; nay, I know he will be exceedingly averse
to it. (1958c:95-96)
Asbury sensed the urgency and the growing level of discontent in the MEC. He stated,
"Long-looked-for Doctor Coke came to town. ... I found the Doctor's sentiments, with regard to
the council, quite changed. James O'Kelly's letters had reached London. I felt perfectly calm, and
accented to a general conference, for the sake of peace" (1958a:667-668).
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Lee reflected on the situation.
We have sufficient reason to believe that the establishment ofthe council was very
injurious to the Methodist connection. The plan produced such difficuhies in the minds of
the preachers and the people, and brought on such opposhion, that it was hard to reconcile
them one to another. Nothing would give satisfaction to the preachers but the calling
together all the travelling preachers in a general conference; to which after some time the
bishop consented (1810:1 59)''*
During the next year and a half, leading up to the general conference, O'Kelly worked to
marshal his troops against Asbury. In the general conference, O'Kelly would have an equal
standing with the bishop. In that democratic setting, he could change the MEC and minimize
Asbury in the same way that he had minimized Coke and Wesley at an earlier general conference.
To do that, he had to have the popular support of the preachers.
May's assessment of the O'Kelly conflict points to a disunity of vision. He said,
The crux ofthe difference between Asbury and O'Kelly lay in their contrasting views of
the ministry. O'Kelly's passionate devotion to the principles of the Revolution, to the
sovereignty ofthe people and the right of representation, stood in diametric opposition to
the hierarchical concept ofthe ministry, with its rigid discrimination between clergy and
laity, and its clerical domination of church govemment and discipline. (1978:253)"
The Hammett Defection and Membership Declines in South Carolina and Georgia. Prior
to the general conference, Asbury and southem Methodism were rocked by William Hammett. In
Lee agreed with the other preachers. In 1791, Lee attempted to change Asbury's mind
related to the Council. He devised a plan for a delegated general conference of two to four
itinerants from each district to meet annually in Baltimore and handed it to Asbury (195 8a:687).
In regard to the O'Kelly problem and his national vision, Asbury's actions and opinions
were greatly influenced by Richard Baxter. He was so impressed with Baxter that he mentioned
him by name and printed portions of his work in the MEC Disciplines (MEC 1787:32-37). Based
on his study ofBaxter, Asbury determined two things. First, unity is primary for discipline and
order. Scriptures can be misused by unscmpulous people to promote disunity. Scriptural
arguments that promote disunity in the church are to be rejected. Piety, or sincerity of belief, is
also insufficient grounds for disunity. People can be sincerely wrong or dissolutioned. Even Satan
can transform himself into an angel of light. Problems in the church cannot be solved by dividing
it. When h is pursued, extemal unity brings intemal unity to the church and peace. Second, those
who separate from the church, reject those with whom they disagree and arrogate to themselves a
power not given to them. "The power of the keys reserved to the minister was to be exercised
under the direction of the chief pastor" (Mays 1978:238). Asbury was the chief pastor of the
American Methodism and he carried the keys. From this, Asbury rejected democratic
interpretations ofChurch. "Read these with judgment, and then believe if you can, that the power
of the keys or govemment is in the people. Show us what text doth give them that power. And
where the scripture calleth them to exercise it by votes. . . . Tell us where the people are
authorized to baptize: or to mle the church" (Mays 1978:239).
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1786, Hammett was ordained by Wesley and dispatched with Coke and others to be a missionary
in Newfoundland. Due to bad weather, he ended up in Antigua. Undeterred, Hammett began to
preach and formed a very large society of 700 members. In 1791, Coke returned to Antigua to fmd
Hammett very ill. For health reasons. Coke took him to America. They were shipwrecked at
Edisto, 28 miles south ofCharleston. When they arrived in Charleston, Asbury was conducting a
conference. Hammett preached before the conference and was received enthusiastically. The
members asked that Hammett be made their pastor. Asbury ignored the request and left town with
no explanation to the society or Hammett (Ferguson 1983:175-177). While leaving the town,
Asbury wrote, "I am somewhat disttessed at the uneasiness of our people [in Charleston], who
claim a right to choose their own preachers; a thing quite new amongst Methodists. None but Mr.
Hammett will do for them" (195 8a:686).'* Hammett took the approbation of the society to heart
and followed after Asbury in a effort to persuade the bishop. He found Asbury in Philadelphia and
conversed with him. "Mr. Hammett came from Charleston with a wonderftil list of petitioners
desiring his retum: to this, as far as I had to say, I submitted, but I see and hear many things that
might wound my spirit" (Asbury 1958a:674).
After this, Asbury wrote to Nelson Reed, the presiding elder of the Maryland area. He
said, "Mr. Hammett [sic] will stay sometime as a stranger, but let the discipline and govemment be
with Brother Pryor [spelled Prior in the Minutes]. ... Be pmdent how you speak and act when
spies are around" (1958c: 100). Pryor was in charge of the Baltimore-town circuit. Afterward,
there were many problems in the Baltimore circuit. Asbury was accused of irregularities. Certain
preachers said he was partial to Dickins, Willis, and Haskins (Asbury 1958c: 108)." It is not
Asbury said that he did not appoint Hammett because he was an unknown foreigner and he
did not acknowledge the authority of the American conference. Also, he never attempted to join it
(1958a:707). Wesley had wamed about preachers coming from Europe and stated that they must
submit to the authority of the conference or the MEC should not employ them.
" Dickins was the book agent, Willis was an itinerant who had traveled with Asbury, and
Haskins was a located preacher who wanted a seat in the district conference. In reference to
Haskins' request, Asbury replied, "As to having a seat in a district conference, there can be no
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certain if Hammett played any part in this, but it seems possible. Hammett did not like Asbury's
episcopal power or the fact that Asbury consented to the sttiking out ofWesley's name. He was a
close companion ofCoke and owed his allegiance to Wesley.
I am grieved . . . that simple and happy society in Bahimore, famed and respected for
many years for hospitality, simplicity and union, should be distressed and disturbed with
restless spirhs Call a solemn meeting of the society the first opportunity and read the
minutes pointing at those members who shall rise up against the govemment ofthe church,
that such persons being found guilty shall be expelled. You may plead my authority over
h if you please, h was early sent to this town that some person has written . . . that the
minority'* had departed from us, and gave advise to Mr. Hammett to come forth to meet
these disaffected men Opposhion to the laws, union, and govemment is treason
against the Church: to defame the Conference Put the law in force against such
(Asbury 1958c: 109)
Prior to the coming ofHammett, Baltimore was not in turmoil. By this time, most ofthe
southem preachers were aware ofO'Kelly's issues and were discussing the points among
themselves. Undoubtedly, some of the Maryland preachers favored O'Kelly's arguments. If this
were the case, the preaching and presence ofHammett gave focus to their displeasure. However,
the same cannot be said of the northem preachers. When preaching at the New York conference,
Hammett was not well received by the preachers there (Asbuty 1958a:675).
After this, Hammett led a major schism in the Charleston circuh. He formed his followers
into the Primitive Methodist Church. The name refiected the protest. The primitive church was
govemed by presbyters and elders, not by bishops who abused their authority. Hammett then
published a series of pamphlets in which he assailed Asbury and the office of the presiding elder.
He called Asbury and Coke "tyrants." Hammett argued for religious liberty and against a "rigid,
unscriptural episcopacy" (Ferguson 1983:177).''
greater danger, as laws are not made there; it is only the liberty of speaking and voting for an elder
or deacon" (1958:108).
"Minority" referred to preachers from Virginia who would not take their appointments.
Somehow, Hammett was associated with the disaffected preachers in Virginia.
"Mr. Hammett had sent abroad circular letters, and had been railing against the presiding
eldership, &c. I am not surprised that he should find fault with the office�its duties he was man
not likely to fiilfill; yet had h not been for the power attached to it, how greatly might Mr.
Hammett have confused the society in Charleston, and perplexed the preachers in the district!"
(1958a:716-717).
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Hammett was very successful in pulling away preachers and other Methodists, and in
starting new churches. "In the course of the next year, 1 792, he drew off a great part ofthe society
in [Charleston]. ... He got Mr. P. Matthews, a Methodist preacher to unite to him. Some time
after that a few more preachers joined him. But none of our travelling preachers joined him" (Lee
1810:207). Hammett's followers erected two churches in Charleston; one in Georgetown, Georgia;
another in Savannah; and one in Wilmington, North Carolina (Lee 1810:205-209, Asbury
1958a:706n). There was a large decline in members in and around the Charleston area following
Hammett's schism. More importantly, Hammett influenced decline in Georgia. Asbury showed
the connection between Hammett and Georgia membership decline. "Some of them may think
with Hammett, in Georgia, that I am the greatest villain on the continent Ifwe lose some
children, God will give us more. Ah! this is the mercy, the justice of some who, under God owe
their all to me, and my tyrants, so called" (1958a:752).
Immediately following the Hammett problem, Methodism in Georgia registered
membership declines in 1791 and 1792. The Savannah area was especially hit hard by Hammett's
faction. The three circuits in 1792 were reduced to two in 1793, to one in 1794, and to none in
1795. During the same period, the population of Savannah grew rapidly. In 1796, the South
Carolina conference sent missionaries to restart the work in Savannah. However, the MEC was
not able to start another circuit in the Savannah area until 1808. Hammett's influence does not stop
there. In 1791, after its brief encounter with Hammett, Maryland Methodism also posted a
one-year loss.
Hammett sided with the local society against Asbury. In so doing, he divided the ministry
and lessened the authority ofAsbury in their eyes. Asbury guarded the power to appoint and
believed that it was essential to the welfare of the MEC. Hammett's desire to please the people
threatened that power and would have established a very bad precedent. Hammett was not a
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republican in the same manner as O'Kelly was. In fact, he was a high churchmen who identified
closely with Wesley. Preaching gowns and powder were important to him (Asbury 1958a:706).
However, when it suited him, he wrapped his cause in a republican garb. To this extent, he was an
opportunist who understood how to use the spirit ofthe time to suit his cause.
Hammett was not the only reason for membership declines in Georgia and South Carolina.
Barclay attributed the long decline to four factors. First, prosperous trade with the Indians"" and
slave labor "engrossed the minds of the people." Second, there was a shortage of preachers.
Third, theological controversies raged with Calvinists. Methodists did not fare well in these
debates, and they distracted the preachers from their main work."' Fourth, in 1792, many
preachers left the field and others were leaving (Barclay 1949: 126-127). Some were leaving out of
sympathy with Hammett. One was expelled. Two got married (Asbury 195 8a: 7 12). Also, there
was conttoversy between the local preachers and the itinerants. The people were not kind to their
preachers. In 1793, Asbury wrote that the Georgia brethren were much humbled. They feared that
Asbury would not send them any more traveling preachers (]958a:744).
In 1 792, Georgia and South Carolina Methodism was also hurt because of the expelling of
a former presiding elder named Beverly Allen for a flagrant crime. Allen served in the Charleston
area at Edisto. He was an extremely popular preacher. After his expulsion, Allen spoke against
Asbury to the preachers and the people in South Carolina and Georgia from 1792 through 1794.
He also wrote letters to Wesley and Coke. Asbury claimed that he was "the source ofmost ofthe
mischief that has followed" (1958b:4). In 1795, a warrant was issued for his arrest. Allen killed a
Asbury does not mention trade with Indians as a problem. However, he believed that war
with Indians was a factor in decline or a lack of growth. In 1793, while in New York he wrote,
"Our friends are happy here, not being distressed with divisions in the Church, nor by war with the
Indians, as they are to the southward" (1953a:764).
In 1 79 1 , Asbury wrote, "I leamed that in Georgia preachers of other denominations have
had high disputes with ours. I am clear that controversy should be avoided; because we have
better work to do, and because it is too common that when debates mn high, there are wrong words
and tempers indulged on both sides" (1958a:667).
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U.S. Marshall when the warrant was issued. Because the people in Georgia were opposed to
anything "federal," they helped Allen escape from jail. Antifederalism was very strong in Georgia
at that time (cf Asbury 1958a:669n). Allen fled to Logan County in Kentucky. Asbury cringed
under the bad publicity. "The poor Methodists must unjustly be put to the rack on his account,
even though he has been expelled from us for two years" (1958b:6). He caused much reproach to
Methodism and gave Hammett more ammunition.
The O'Kelly Revoh and Its Consequence. When the General Conference convened in
November 1792, almost every preacher in full connection was present. Most came with big
expectations. Others assumed that it would be the last general conference. For practical reasons,
they thought that future general conferences would be delegated affairs (Lee 1810:177).
Asbury expected trouble. He knew that O'Kelly planned to make a motion for the "right of
appeal." He also knew the real issue. Because most of the controversy was aimed at him, he asked
Coke to preside. Asbury relinquished his episcopal prerogative and refrained from debating.
MY DEAR BRETHREN:�Let my absence give you no pain�Dr. Coke presides. I am
happily excused from assisting to make laws by which myself am to be govemed: I have
only to obey and execute. I am happy in the consideration that I never stationed a preacher
through enmity, or as a punishment. I have acted for the glory ofGod, the good of the
people, and to promote the usefulness of the preachers. ... I am one�^ye are many. I am
as willing to serve you as ever. I want not to sit in any man's way. I scom to solicit votes.
(1958a:734)
This left the door open for O'Kelly and his followers to make and push the appeal.
After the bishop appoints the preachers at conference to their several circuits, if any one
think himself injured by the appointment, he shall have liberty to appeal to the conference
and state his objections; and if the conference approve his objections, the bishop shall
appoint him to another circuit. (Lee 1810:1 78)
During the early stages of the debate, a large majority seemed to favor O'Kelly's motion.
Things began to change when Dickens had the question divided. Everyone agreed that the bishop
should appoint the preachers to their circuhs. The right to appeal produced three days of intense
debate. Because h was determined that the second question was an amendment of an existing rule
and not a new mle, O'Kelly only needed a majority vote to carry his motion. During the debate.
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some ofthe supporters of the motion spoke harshly. This caused them to lose ground with the
other preachers. Finally, the motioned was rejected by a large majority. The next moming,
O'Kelly and two fellow preachers withdrew from the MEC (Lee 1810: 179). Afterward, the
preachers voted that no presiding elder could be stationed in the same district for more than four
consecutive years. O'Kelly had been stationed in his for ten years and had used that tenure to build
up his own kingdom fi-om which he challenged the MEC.
On the surface, most preachers agreed with O'Kelly's motions. However, when the intent
was flushed out and the real battle lines drawn, they backed off The northem preachers were
especially cold to the motion and the impassioned O'Kelly. After the debate, O'Kelly complained
that the "Elders to the North. . . make me their table laugh" (Asbury 1958c: 1 14). The comment
also points to the regionalism of the church at that fime. In actuality, O'Kelly was just as
suspicious of northemers as he was ofAsbury. He stated,
The kind of govemment which Asbury and Coke preferred may answer better to the north
of this [Virginia], where the British armies were long suffered to plunder the honest
patriots. But when they came to exercise their felonious practices in Virginia, they were
sent back in the degraded situation of prisoners, (cf May 1978:247)
Republicanism, as it related to church govemment and Asbury, was not the main concem of the
northem preachers. Because of that, they were not negative institutional factors that caused
numerical decline.''^
Soon after leaving the MEC, O'Kelly organized his followers into the Republican
Methodist Church.
At that time there were great sttuggles and contentions about politics [Antifederalism and
Federalism]. In Virginia republican principles prevailed, and it was considered
advantageous to a man to be a republican. The divisive party, with O'Kelly at the head,
therefore called themselves Republican Methodists. (Lee 1810:203)
By 1797, the regional issue was more acute. In the aftermath of the O'Kelly schism and
the confinuing debate, some talked about dividing the MEC along sectional lines (Asbury
1958c: 164n). Asbury was very opposed to this. "You [Lee] and every man that thinks properly,
will fmd it will never do to divide the North from the South" (1958c: 164). National unity, under a
sttong episcopacy, was a guiding vision for Asbury in his administration of the MEC.
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In 1793, the new group began to form societies. A "good many" ofthe Methodists joined
with the new church. They were so effective that whole societies went with them. In other places,
the societies were divided and filled with animosity. The fighting between the groups was very
bitter. "In some places they scattered the flock and separated the people one from the other,
without securing them to their own party" (Lee 1810:204). The MEC also lost many chapels and
portions of its infrastructure.'"
In the new church, "All were to be on equal footing. One preacher was not to be above
another; nor higher in office or in power, than the other preacher. No superiority, or
subordination, was to be known among them. They promised to the lay members ofthe church
greater liberties" (Lee 1810:203). However, the real issue was about church govemment. This
had a negative effect on membership and personal spirituality. "Many religious people . . . began
to contend about church govemment, and neglect the duties of religion, till they were tumed back
to the world, and gave up religion altogether" (Lee 1810:205).
The rise ofRepublican Methodism caused much negative publicity for the MEC.
The disaffected party then began to pour out a flood of abuse against us, to ridicule us, and
to say all manner of evil against us; and with all, they took unjustifiable steps in order to
set our members against the preachers. The bishop was more despised by them, than any
other man. The name bishop they abhorred. (Lee 1810:204)
At first, the defection was contained to southem Virginia and North Carolina. This was
the area ofO'Kelly's base and greatest influence. However, because of the negative publicity and
emigration, his ideas spread to other sections of the connection in the South and on the frontier.
''^
Because of its expanding nature and the rapid influx ofmigrants, Methodism in Kentucky
did not have any numerical decline until 1796. However, starting in 1792, its membership was
almost static. The O'Kelly dispute is one reason for that. Migrants from Virginia and preachers
from the General Conference carried their issues with them to the frontier. One of the fathers of
Kentucky Methodism became a devotee ofO'Kelly and led a large defection. In The History of
Methodism in Kentuckv. Redford quotes this letter. "On inquiry, I found that James Haw, who
was one ofthe first preachers that came to Kentucky, had located and settled in Cumberland, and
embraced the view ofO'Kelly, and by his influence and address had brought over the traveling and
every local preacher but one in the country to his views, and considerable dissatisfacfion had
obtained in many ofthe societies" (1868: 159). One must assume that this experience repeated
itself in other places in Kentucky and Tennessee.
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The controversy haunted Asbury and the MEC throughout the decade of the 1790s. As late as
1 800, Asbury still struggled with O'Kelly as he continued to cause numerical decline and
institutional tension. While at Craney Island Chapel in Virginia, Asbury wrote,
Here a dreadful havoc hath been made by James O'Kelly; a peaceable society of nearly
fifty souls are divided, and 1 fear in the end some may be destroyed: how he hath done this
work we may know by reading his Apology It is astonishing to hear the falsehoods
published against me. (1958b:228)
Local preachers were more receptive to O'Kelly than the traveling preachers. The primary
sources are filled with references to the defection of local preachers in the South and their support
ofO'Kelly and his ideals. They were swayed by his republican vision of the church. They were
also very effective in leading lay people away from the MEC. The lay people were very attached
to the local preachers. They ministered to them when the itinerants were traveling and they never
got reappointed. This allowed the laity to bond with them. Because of the defection and great
influence of the local preachers in the South, the MEC made special rules to govem them more
carefully in 1796.
The following quotations from the primary sources are provided to demonstrate the
relationship between O'Kelly, local preachers, institutional stress, and numerical decline:
Ifwe (the itinerant connexion) would give the govemment into the hands of a local
ministry, as some would have it, and tax the people to pay preachers for Sabbath
work�^this would please such men: but this we dare not do. (1958a:752, March 1793)
Rice Haggard was the only travelling preacher that went offwith O'Kelly, and continued
to travel. Some of the local preachers became warmly attached to the old man, and fell in
with him, and with his plan. . . . Several of our local preachers, and many of our private
members were drawn away from us. . . These preachers who turned aside from the truth,
did abundance ofmischief among the people that were not religious: many ofwhom
became so deeply prejudiced against religion that they would hardly attend on preaching at
all. (Lee 1810:203-205)
I leam that mischief is begun in the lower parts ofVirginia; J. O'Kelly, and some ofthe
local preachers, are the promoters and encouragers of divisions among the brethren I
wrote many letters to the south district ofVirginia, to confirm the souls ofthe people, and
guard them against the division that is attempted there. (1958a:759, May 1793)
I was concemed to bring in better order among the local line of the ministry [in Virginia],
by classing them together, and then, being thus classed, by making them take regular
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stations on Sabbath days. I also appointed them a leader, to meet once in three or six
months Some of our local preachers complain that they have not a seat in the General
Annual Conference. We answer, if they will do the duty of a member ofthe yearly
conference, they may have the seat and privilege of the travelling line. The travelling
ministry may complain. We must go at a minute's waming to our circuits, far and near; and
attend with the greatest strictness to our appointments and societies. The local preachers
go where and when they please; can preach anywhere and nowhere; they can keep
plantations and slaves, and have them bought or given by their parents. The local
preachers can receive fifty or a hundred dollars per year, for marriages; but we travellers,
ifwe receive a few dollars for marriages, must return them at the conference, or be called
refractory or disobedient. Let us not have the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ with respect
of persons in ministries, any more than in members� in local preachers, any more than
travelling ones. (1958b:155-156, March 1798)
In 1798, Lee took the first survey of local preachers. He discovered that there were 850
local preachers in the connection and only 269 travelling preachers. They were distributed among
the states in the following way: Georgia 33, South Carolina 55, North Carolina 148, Virginia 251,
Maryland 103, Delaware 21, Pennsylvania 50, New Jersey 53, New York 51, Connecticut 13,
Rhode Island 3, Massachusetts 3, Maine 6, Kentucky/Tennessee 60 (1810:255).
Summarv of the O'Kellv and Hammett Declines. Both Hammett and O'Kelly caused
numerical declines in the South when they deserted the MEC. Hammett's defection caused an
immediate decline in the Charleston circuit. He pulled away members, local preachers, and a
chapel. He also set up rival churches in Charleston, Wilmington, Savannah, and Georgetown.
Following this, the Savannah circuits were devastated. Likewise, O'Kelly led a populist revolt as
he siphoned away local preachers, members, and chapels away from the MEC. Hammett and
O'Kelly appealed to republican ideals and attacked the hierarchical govemment of the MEC. The
bishop's power to appoint was central to their complaints. They both tumed to the scriptures for
biblical models of church govemment. Because of their attacks on the unscriptural basis ofthe
MEC, the bishops added 70 pages of biblical references and notes to the 1796 Discipline.""
When the criticisms ofO'Kelly and Hammett are examined in light of the political climate
that existed in the South at that time, the relationship between the two becomes clear. The
O'Kelly asked, "Suppose I were to show you the Bible and a form of discipline made by
the General Conference, would you not know the difference?" (Asbury 1958c:159).
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Methodist structure reflected many federalist ideals that conflicted with antifederalist thinking.
The concept of a strong national government under executive leadership was reflected by the
bishops and their strong leadership. The distrust ofthe people's ability to govem themselves is
reflected by the MEC's executive control. The people and local preachers did not vote in
conference, there was no lay representation at General Conference, and Asbury demanded that he
make all the appointments for the preachers. No one could challenge his decisions because he
arrogated that power to himself The belief that the best government was that ofthe elite is
reflected by Asbury's arguments as to why he and the itinerants were the only people qualified to
make mles for the church, i.e., they had a national vision for the church, they were impartial in
what they did, and the Bible gave the elders and bishops that authority. Asbury contended that
located preachers and lay people could not lead the church because they lacked a national vision.
Lay delegates would "endeavour to obtain the most able and lively preachers for their respective
circuits, without entering, perhaps at all, into the enlarge, apostolic spirit which would endeavor,
whatever might be the sacrifice, to make all things tally" (MEC 1979:34). Yearly conferences
could not appoint for the same reason. Ifyearly conferences made the appointments,
the connection would no longer be able to send missionaries to the westem states and
territories, in proportion to their rapid population. The grand circulation of ministers
would be at an end, and a moral stab given to the itinerant plan. . . . There is nothing like
[the itinerant plan] for keeping the whole body alive from the centre to the circumference,
and from the continual extension of the circumference on every hand (MEC 1979:42).
In short, local circuits and preachers were focused on their local needs and could not be
tmsted to make decisions for the national good of the church. Asbury treated the entire connection
as if it were one big circuit. In that regard, he subordinated the individual needs of the itinerants
and the local circuits to the overall best interest of the church in mission."^
''^
Asbury defended himself against those who accused him of favoritism in making difficuh
appointments. He said, "We know not Maryland or Delaware, after the flesh, more than Kentucky,
Cumberland, Georgia, or the Carolinas: it is our duty to save the health of the preacher where we
can; to make particular appointments for some important charges; and it is our duty to embrace all
parts ofthe continent and union, after the example of primitive times and the first faithful
preachers in America" (1958b:280).
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O'Kelly and Hammett argued against Asbury on the basis of antifederalist principles. The
distrust of centralized government is reflected in their attempt to minimize the control ofAsbury
and the Council. They wanted a limited national church that gave maximum control to the local
churches and preachers. They challenged the fundamental underpinning of episcopal control over
central govemment, the bishop's right to set the appointments. They strongly affirmed that the
people, acting through representative institutions, could be left to govem themselves. Hence, they
favored an open General Conference, the election of presiding elders, and voice for local preachers
and laity in the decision making process of the MEC at every level.
In light of the political and philosophical environment that prevailed in the South and the
controversies and defections in the MEC during this time period, the MEC's strong episcopacy and
govemment that limited local preachers and laity were negative institutional factors. They caused
schisms, and they dissuaded other people from affiliating with the church. The defensive posture
of the MEC and the damage control machine deflected the southem church from its evangelistic
effort. At the same time, the MEC's strong episcopacy and govemment were positive institutional
factors that caused growth in New England and other areas where the MEC was expanding its
boarders.
Other Contributing Factors
It is improbable that O'Kelly and Hammett were the primary causes for the decline in
southem Methodism in the 1 790s. Other factors besides their schisms and the clash with
republican ideals influenced decline. Coleman blamed O'Kelly for the decline but he
acknowledged that other factors were present. He wrote.
The relatively slow growth ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church during this period can be
attributed to several things. The general prevalence of infidelity in the nation, accentuated
by the French Revolution, was undoubtedly one factor,"* though this reason does not
This concept is argued by many scholars who are at a loss to explain the numerical losses
ofthe 1790s. ft should be noted that Methodism only loss members in the South. The North and
New England grew during this time. An argument that tries to account for a regional loss on the
basis of a national factor is suspect. However, when one considers the regional influence of
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account for the remarkable Methodist growth from 1784 to 1790 when the same
sentiments prevailed. Another consideration which might explain some ofthe inertia was
that the church needed time to consolidate its heretofore unprecedented gains as well as to
readjust its program to include perspective. However, by far the most pertinent reason for
this temporary slump in membership was a schism within the church led by a Methodist
preacher, James O'Kelly. . . Approximately twenty-five percent ofthe Methodist Episcopal
membership by 1794 had been lost to this schism."' . . . However, this was the only
schism that the Methodist Episcopal Church experienced during this period. Not until
1828 when the Protestant Methodists withdrew over the issue of lay representation was
there another withdrawal from the church of large numbers of people."* (1954:146-148)
It should be noted that the Baptists in Virginia had a substantial membership loss during
this same period that paralleled Methodism's loss in Virginia. They blamed their losses on a
cessation of revivals, and on westward migration (Semple 1894 [1810]:232). The following quote
is dated October 13, 1792. It was from the Dover Association meefing ofthe Baptist Church.
By then it appeared that in the Dover District the harvest was past and the summer ended.
Coldness and languor were generally complained of The great revival had now subsided
and the ax of discipline was laid at the root of the tree. Many barren and fruitless trees
were already cut down. In many of the churches the number excluded surpassed the
number received. (Semple 1894:124)
Reports from the Goshen Association described a time of coldness and languor from 1792
to 1802. The Culpepper Association said that its membership declined. They attributed the
decline to the "the great numbers of removals to the Westem Country" (1894:232). The Middle
Disfrict said that from 1792 to 1797, there were reports ofthe cold state of religion (1894:258).
The following is a fascinating quote.
Since the great revival the Baptist cause has considerably declined in most parts of the
Ketocton Association. The decrease is certainly not universal; there are some fiourishing
churches within the district. As the Baptists have decreased, the Methodists in many
places have increased. It is not easy to account for the change. Does it arise from the
Arminian doctrine being more palatable to the self-righteous heart ofman? Or, have they
succeeded in driving the Baptist preachers to dwell too much on high Calvinistic points, to
the neglect ofmore simple but more important principles ofChristianity?" (1894:385)
French idealism in the South during the time of southern decline, it is very possible that French
style deism, skepticism, and egalitarianism did influence church decline.
"' There is no written proof to substantiate this statistic. The percentage is based on the
assumption that the 25 percent loss ofmembership during this time in the South was a result of the
schism.
"* The Primitive Methodists withdrew 1792. The Evangelical Associafion withdrew in 1803.
Others to withdraw before the Methodist Protestants are the African Union Church, Reformed
Methodists, Independent or Stillwellites, and the AME Zion Church.
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Unlike the Methodists, the Baptists were not burdened by bishops or a central govemment
that minimized lay participation and aroused political sentiments in the people. In fact, they were
the personification of a democratic church. They fought for disestablishment in Virginia and had
popular appeal. They were also very evangelical. In most other ways, however, they were very
similar to the Methodists. They differed in terms of Calvinism, congregational government, and
believer's baptism by immersion.
A careful comparison ofthe two communions will reveal that such generally was the case.
In evangelistic fervor, missionary emphasis, sociological appeal, political association,
democratic aspirations, ministerial training, and even in their preaching emphasis, there
was a great similarity between the two most rapidly growing denominations in America in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. . . . The two bodies were very similar,
particularly in the Gospel that was presented, the way it was proclaimed, and the class of
people attracted to it. For this very reason there was an intense rivalry between the
Baptists and the Methodists. (Coleman 1954:82-83)
Because the Baptist Associations in Virginia had a parallel membership decline with the
MEC in Virginia, and since the two churches were very similar, except that the Baptists were not
hindered by an episcopacy and church govemment that reflected federalist ideals, it must be
assumed that other factors besides the one related to political concerns influenced growth and
decline in the South during the 1790s.
The situation in Maryland also mitigates the "republican" theory for decline. Unlike the
rest of the South, Maryland was a stronghold of Federalism. In fact, it voted for Federalist
candidates in every national election through 1816. It never gave its votes to Jefferson. Nor is
there any evidence that O'Kelly or his followers penetrated that state. Yet, Maryland Methodism
has the same overall membership pattem of decline as the South in general. In fact, the white
membership in Maryland declined at a much faster rate than the white membership in Virginia.
Table 6.4 shows the numerical growth pattem of the circuits in O'Kelly's area during and
before his defection.
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Table 6.4
Membership Summary ofO'Kelly's Circuits from 1788 through 1799
1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Franklin 314 635 658 600 562 457 411 411 398
Cumberland 404 385 422 422 459 437 417 485 426 426 347
Mecklenburg 1,109 790 510 503 511 511 192
Amelia 807 908 898 783 784 784 647 496 437 407 414 392
Brunswick 1,604 1,500 942 827 910 814 802 701 687 529 555 650
Greenville 1,076 1,103 954 1,012 1,238 1,277 912 1,224 1,224 1,006
Sussex 1,611 1,808 835 814 733 654 2,354* 1,090 824 823 823 584
Surry 921 1,475 1.631 1769+
Bertie 690 530 731 770 761 792 792 670 579 577 577 530
Portsmouth 649 953 1,642 1,393 1,344 1,168 1,018 1,202 990 887 877 778
Camden 452 509 803 814 817 902 784 518 618 502 596 662
Banks 438 178 178 219 198 170 112
Total 6,922 7.402 8,743 9,656 9,680 9,701 8,891 7,131 6,159 5,898 5,903 5,539
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church Minutes (1813).
'Combined with Surry.
^O'Kelly began his new church in Surry County in 1793 (Asbury 1958c:81n).
In 1792, there were 12 circuits in O'Kelly's area of supervision. They had a combined
membership of 9,680. From 1791 through 1793, the membership was constant. The combined
circuits did not registered a large decline until 1794. O'Kelly left the MEC at the end of 1792 and
begin his new church early in 1793. Even with his defection, his area of supervision did not show
an immediate decline. Membership in Maryland was constant from 1790 through 1793. In 1794
and 1795, it posted substantial losses that compared with those in O'Kelly's area. For the rest of
the decade, the memberships followed the same pattem.
One can argue that the Methodists in Maryland were Antifederalists and that they shared
the republican values of the Southem members. Strawbridge, the founder ofMaryland Methodism
fits that pattem. Also, Maryland, like Virginia, had many local pastors. However, Asbury was the
father of Eastem Shore Methodism. He birthed that work in his own image (cf Chapter 5). As
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Strawbridge and his preachers faded away, Maryland Methodism fell under Asbury's sway.
During the early 1780s, Maryland was called the northern conference. Its preachers did not
participate in the mutiny at the Virginia Conference in Fluvanna. In fact, in 1780, the Maryland
Conference sent delegates to Virginia in an attempt to correct the Virginia brethren and bring them
back into the fold under the control ofAsbury. The Virginia growth area grew to include most of
the South and southem fi-ontier. However, it never assimilated the growth areas in Maryland or
Delmarva. Most likely, the membership decline in Maryland was not caused by O'Kelly's
defection or republican ideals.
If one can understand why the white membership ofMaryland declined at a much faster
rate in the 1790s than the white membership of the rest of the South, to include the areas of
O'Kelly's and Hammett's greatest strength, one might be able to better understand the dynamics of
the great southem decline.
There is one contextual factor that all the South shared. That is the institution of slavery.
The MEC's response to it and the reality of it influenced the southem membership ofwhites and
blacks.
The Slavery Issue. Leading up to the Christmas Conference in 1784, early American
Methodism passed a series ofmles related to slavery. At the northem Conference held in
Balfimore in 1780, the preachers declared their "Disapprobafion on all our friends who keep
slaves, and advise their freedom" (MEC 1813:25). Addifionally, they determined that traveling
preachers who owned slaves had to give promise to set them free. At the time of this conference,
the preachers in the southem conference were separated from the northem preachers, and they did
not participate in the debate or vote. When this mle was applied to local preachers, a lack of
consensus emerged. In 1783, it was agreed to try slave-holding local preachers for one more year
(MEC 1813:41). In 1784, the traveling preachers determined to suspend the local preachers in
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Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey who did not emancipate their slaves and to try
those in Virginia for one more year (MEC 1813:47). The local preachers in Virginia formed a
powerful lobby that challenged the authority of the conference and traveling preachers. As the
conferences became more aggressive with the slavery rules, the local preachers in Virginia became
more vocal in their opposition.
In the first Discipline of the MEC in 1785, the church, under the leadership ofCoke,
showed a strong resolve to deal decisively with the slavery issue."' In order to "extirpate the
abomination of slavery from among us," the MEC added new rules. First, every member who held
slaves had to make provision for their gradual manumission. Second, the traveling preachers had
to keep a joumal to record the ages and names of every slave and the date when they were to be set
free. They also had to list where the signed documents from the slave-holding Methodists were
recorded. Third, every member not wishing to abide by the rule could withdraw from society
within the next 12 months. After that period, noncompliant members would be expelled. Fourth,
after withdrawing or being expelled, the former members could not participate in the sacrament
with the Methodists. Fifth, no new people would be admitted to the society or the Lord's supper
until they signed documents to emancipate their slaves (Barclay 1950:72).
These mles [in the 1785 Discipline], however, were to be applied only as far as they were
consistent with the laws of the states in which the members resided. This fateful exception
referred to the laws forbidding emancipation which had been enacted in some southem
states. The conference felt that it was not the province of the church to contravene
established legal provisions of the civil authority. (Bucke 1964:253)
In 1785, there were three official conferences. The first was held in North Carolina on 20
April; the second in Virginia on 1 May; and the last in Baltimore on 1 June. During these
meetings. Coke was very outspoken in his antislavery views as he tried to force the issue. While at
"' Warren Smith wrote "Thomas Coke's Contribution to the Christmas Conference: A Study
in Ecclesiology" (1985:37-47). He said that the attack on slavery in the 1785 Discipline came
from Coke's influence (1985:44). He painted Coke as a bold crusader for emancipation. Then he
suggested that Coke lessened that cmsade for the benefit of the young church's evangelistic
outreach and stability.
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the North Carohna Conference, Coke spoke out harshly. Lee responded to Coke so that Coke
thought Lee was "unfriendly to the cause." Afterward, during the examination of character. Coke
objected to Lee's. When Lee defended his position, he was interrupted by Coke. This led to a
heated exchange. Later, Coke apologized. After the debate, the North Carolina Conference agreed
to send the state legislature a petition asking that residents be allowed to emancipate slaves. North
Carolina did not allow for the emancipation of slaves (Bucke 1964:253-254).
Methodists at that time were active in circulating petitions to be presented to state
legislatures in behalf of emancipation. A petition had been circulated by Methodists in
North Carolina praying for the repeal of the law against emancipation of slaves and Coke
states that Asbury visited the govemor and "gained him over."^� The legislature, however,
failed to act. In November [1785] at least nine petitions were presented to the Virginia
Legislature�four of which were from Halifax, Amelia, Mecklenburg, and
Pittsylvania� in the heart of Methodist country. No legislative action resulted. (Barclay
1950:74)
Because the rule in the 1785 Discipline made an exception for Methodists who lived in
states that forbid the emancipation of slaves. Coke was more restrained in North Carolina.
However, while in Virginia, he was pointed in his outspoken opposition to slavery because
Virginia law allowed for emancipation. Evidently, this caused a great deal of intemal and extemal
opposition. In reference to this period, Lee said,
[Coke] was much respected in the United States; but he met with some opposition in the
south parts ofVirginia, owing to his imprudent manner of preaching against slavery. . . .
When he printed his joumal in England, he acknowledged that he was wrong in preaching
publicly against slavery in Virginia, where the practice was tolerated by law. (1810:120)
The "south parts ofVirginia" referred to O'Kelly's citadel. In this case, the opposition was not
fi-om him. He was a very strong abolitionist who took an active stand against slavery. Evidently,
the local preachers and other slave-holding members opposed Coke.
If one follows Lee's logic, there was no "proper" time to preach against slavery. The
Discipline protected slave owners in states where it was not legal to emancipate slaves, and one
should not force the issue there. Additionally, one should not preach against slave-holding in
Asbury stated that on April 1 1 , 1 785, he was entertained by Govemor Caswell in North
Carolina and that he was very kind (1958a:487).
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states where it was legal because it was legal. At this point, Lee displayed the characteristics of a
true Virginian. His logic betrayed the deep regional divide related to this issue.
According to Hill, white Methodists in the South,
were not averse to benevolent refonn if that meant encouraging personal temperance and
helping the orphan or widow, the deaf, the dumb, the blind, the insane. But, if it meant
rearranging the social order, tampering with slavery, interfering with state sovereignty,
defending the Indians' right to remain on good farm and cotton land, then benevolent
reform was totally misguided. It was in fact, un-Christian, since it created political tests
for spiritual organizations. Whether a man held slaves or not was irrelevant to his right to
join a church. (Hill 1980:30)
As a consequence of his preaching against slavery, "Coke had several narrow escapes from
violent handling" (Bucke 1964:254). Bucke provided several examples and Asbury offered the
following one:
I found the minds of the people greatly agitated with our rules against slavery, and a
proposed petition to the general assembly for the emancipation of Blacks. Colonel
Bedford and Doctor Coke disputed on the subject, and the Colonel used some threats: next
day, brother O'Kelly let fly at them and they were made angry enough; we, however, came
on with whole bones. (1958a:488)
At the Virginia Conference, many petitions were presented asking that the minutes on
slavery be suspended. Coke replied that they must be retained and threatened that preaching
would be withdrawn from circuits where they could not be enforced. The Virginia conference did
not act on the petitions that it received (Barclay 1950:73). After the Virginia Conference, Coke
and Asbury visited George Washington and handed him a petition against slavery. They were
received politely and were able to discuss the issue with him. However, he refused to sign it
(Asbury 1958a:489). While in Virginia, Asbury dined with General Roberdeau. They conversed
on slavery, the difficulties attending emancipation, and the resentment some ofthe members ofthe
Virginia legislature express against those who favor a general abolition (1958a:498).
While in Virginia, Coke met with Devereux Jarratt who was a Anglican priest and a great
friend ofMethodism. They disagreed about the minute on slavery. Coke wrote that Jan-att was "a
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violent assertor of the justice and propriety ofNegro slavery" (Asbury 1958c:82n). Jarratt
responded by saying,
The truth is, the little man read the minutes to me, and asked my opinion of them. I told
him I was no friend of slavery; but however I did not think the minutes proper, for two
reasons. First, The disturbance it would make and the opposition it would meet with in the
societies. Second, He ought not to make a disputable matter a positive term of
communion. And as he was a stranger in the land, I told him the spirit ofVirginia would
not brook force. (Asbury 1958c:82n)
In less than one month, the Baltimore conference did what the Virginia conference would
not. They suspended the rule on slavery. Little is reported on the debate or the change. The
primary sources are almost silent on it. Coke's Joumal said, "We thought it prudent to suspend the
minute conceming slavery, on account of the great opposition that had been given it, our work
being too infantile a state to push things to extremity" (Barclay 1950:74). "Indeed, I now
acknowledge that, however just my sentiments may be conceming slavery, it was ill-judged ofme
to deliver them from the pulpit" (Barclay 1949:109). Coke, Asbury, Lee, and others contended
that the suspension was the only option open to them. All of them justify this concession because
ofthe damage the antislavery rhetoric had on membership and continuity in the MEC. This fear is
partially substantiated by the Virginia membership figures. In 1783 and 1784, while the slavery
mles were being applied to local preachers and the people as a whole, Virginia Methodism
suffered large declines. Numbers for 1785 are not available. By 1786, a year after the rule was
suspended, Virginia Methodism showed a large increase in members.
The slavery issue inflamed passions in the South and caused division in a small
organization that could not withstand the struggle. When the traveling preachers who were more
intimately connected to the people saw the negative affect that the issue was having on
membership and the viability of the MEC, they begged for relief from the mles. Coke and Asbury
were still against slavery after the suspension of the rule. However, for the sake of numerical
growth and lack of confroversy, they minimized the slavery issue.
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The issue of slavery did not emerge again until the 1789 Discipline. It stated that the
buying or selling the bodies and souls ofmen, women, or children, with an intention to enslave
them, was forbidden. However, this rule did not forbid the holding of slaves (Bucke 1964:255).
The 1796 General Conference reached a more decisive conclusion. Question 12 asked,
"What regulations shall be made for the extirpation of the crying evil of African Slavery?" (MEC
1855:22). First, anyone admitted to an "official satiation" in the church who owned slaves had to
emancipate them immediately or gradually, depending on the laws of the state where the person
lived. Every level of church organization was required to supervise this issue. The yearly
conferences were permitted to make their own rules respecting the admission of persons to official
stations in the MEC. This allowed for local response to the problem. It also permitted the MEC to
have a divided stand on the issue. Second, no slave-holder could be admitted into the local society
until the appointed preacher talked to him or her about the evil of slave-holding. Third, any
member who sold a slave would be expelled from society. Any member who bought a slave or
came into the possession of a slave had to make provisions for gradual emancipation. Fourth, each
itinerant was to give the issue of slavery great attention and send his thoughts to the next General
Conference so that the MEC could "eradicate this enormous evil" from the church (MEC 1855:22).
The 1 800 General Conference entertained six motions related to slavery. It was a hot topic
that extended to many days of debate. One motion sought to expel any traveling preacher who
became the owner of slaves by virtue ofmarriage unless he emancipated them immediately.
Another sought to require every person uniting with a society in the MEC to emancipate their
slaves within one year. These were defeated. Finally, the conference agreed to appoint a
committee to study the issue and to issue a report on the evils of slavery to the Methodist societies.
McKendree moved that each yearly conference draw up an address to the various state legislatures,
from year to year, for the gradual abolition of slavery. The motion passed (MEC 1855:37-41).
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Thus, the 1800 General Conference did not follow through with the determination ofthe 1796
General Conference. It allowed the issue to smolder.
A survey ofAsbury's and Lee's writings shows that the slavery issue was very
complicated.
In 1788, Asbury wrote, "Their minister boldly preaches against the freedom of slaves. Our
Joseph Everett with no less zeal and boldness, cries aloud for their liberty�emancipation"
(195 8a: 582). Everett was in Maryland. Then he bragged, "most of our members in these parts
[Delmarva] have freed their slaves" (1958a:582). While in Virginia in 1789, Asbury was rejected
by a former friend over the slave issue. He stated, " We found ourselves not at home My
spirit has been wounded not a little. I know not which to pity most�^the slaves or their masters"
(1958a:615). While in Virginia in 1790, Asbury wrote that the disputes about slavery have been
harmful to growth (1958a:620). While in conference in South Carolina in 1794, many ofthe
preachers voiced concem about the rule that forbade members from selling slaves. They feared
that there would be no one left to pay their salaries if they did not retain slave traders in the
societies. Asbury was more concemed with his ability to supply the state with preachers
(1958b:8).
In 1795, while in Charleston, Asbury observed that their meetings are full with woman and
slaves. He urged the preachers to meet with the slaves by themselves and to teach them how to
read. The slaves would not come to mixed meetings. Forcing the issue caused the MEC to lose
African members (1958b:46). Later, he met with the Africans in Maryland and talked about
forming a distinct African, yet Methodist Church (1958b:51). He complained that the Africans in
Baltimore desired a church, which, in temporals, shall be altogether under their own direction, and
asked greater privileges than the white stewards and trustees ever had right to claim (1958b:65).
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The blacks responded positively to the MEC in Maryland. Between 1786 and 1800, black
membership increased by 3,418 persons and white membership only increased by 2,189.
In 1795, Asbury complained that the southern preachers were being battered on the subject
of slaves. Public opinion was not in their favor. Yet, the preachers in the north were at peace. He
resolved that there was a regional split on this issue. Then he concluded, "It will not do; we must
be Methodists in one place as well as another" (1958b:62).
While in North Carolina, Asbury wrote, "My spirit was grieved at the conduct of some
Methodists, that hire out slaves at public places to the highest bidder, to cut, skin, and starve them;
1 think such members ought to be dealt with: on the side of the oppressors there are law and power,
but where are justice and mercy to the poor slaves?" (1958b:109).
Because of his strong feelings about slavery, Asbury moderated his language so he would
not offend people. While in Virginia he stated, "I rose in the moming, in some fear lest 1 had or
should say too much on slavery" (1958b: 144). In another place, Asbury chastened himself for his
strong feelings on the subject.
What blanks [sic] are in this country�and how much worse are rice plantations! If a
man-of-war is a "floating hell," these are standing ones: wicked masters, overseers, and
Negroes�cursing, drinking�no Sabbaths, no sermons. But hush! perhaps my joumal
will never see the light; and if it does, matters may mend before that time. . . . O wretched
priests, thus to lead the people on in blindness! (1959b:7)
At times, Asbury appeared resigned to the evil of slavery.
O! to be dependent on slaveholders [for money and support] is in part to be a slave, and I
was free bom. I am brought to conclude that slavery will exist in Virginia perhaps for
ages; there is not a sufficient sense of religion nor liberty to destroy it; Methodists,
Baptists, Presbyterians, in the highest fiights or rapturous piety, still maintain and defend
it.(1958b:151)
In 1797, Asbury wrote a startling jusfification for the MEC's mollified stance on slavery.
He said,
I am perfectly satisfied with the part I took in the [1796] General Conference relative to
the slaves. It is of great consequence to us to have proper access to the masters and the
slaves. I had a case, a family I visited more than a year ago, a tyrannical old Welshmen. I
saw there he was cmel, his people were wicked, and treated like dogs. "Well," say you, "I
would not go near such a man's house." That would be just as the devil would have it. In
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one year I saw that man much softened, his people admitted into the house of prayer, the
whole plantation, 40 or 50 singing and praising God. What now can sweeten the bitter cup
like religion? The slaves soon see the preachers are their friends, and soften their owners
towards them. There are thousands here of slaves who ifwe could come to them would
embrace religion. (1958c: 160)
Later, in the same year he declared, "If any had asked the Lord on the subject of slavery, as
on polygamy, he must have said, Moses, as a man, suffered this, a less evil, to prevent greater evil;
but it was not so from the beginning of the creation: it is the fall which hath done this, not a holy
God" (1958b: 143).
In order to have access to slaves, Asbury advocated a nonconfrontational approach on the
subject. He wanted to reach people with the Gospel and was willing to ignore a social injustice if
he could achieve a spiritual victory by it. He may have been justified in this from his perspective
at that time. The institutions of society were less important than a person's salvation. However,
this attitude gave rise to a pacifist church in the South that lost its prophetic voice. In time, it also
lost most of its blacks.
Asbury and the MEC struggled with the local preachers in Virginia. Many of them acted
with an independent spirit. In an effort to bring them in line with the other preachers, Asbury
organized them in groups so they could be better supervised. He met with many of the groups.
After one meeting he noted that seven out of ten were not slave-holders (1958b: 155-1 56). Then he
instructed Philip Sands to draw up an agreement for the local preachers to sign stating that they
were opposed to slavery. He wrote.
Thus we may know the real sentiments of our local preachers. It appears to me, that we
can never fially reform the people, until we reform the preachers; and that hitherto, expect
purging the travelling conexion, we have been working at the wrong end. But if it is
lawful for local preachers to hold slaves, then it is lawful for ttavelling preachers also; and
they may keep plantafions and overseers upon their quarters: but this reproach of
inconsistency must be rolled away. (1958b: 156)
While in Charleston, Asbury noted that Methodism grew most with the slaves. He had a
preferential option for them and desired them more than he did the slave owners. Because of this.
309
many ofthe white people in Charleston had negative feelings toward Methodism. Some were
aggressive in their opposition.^'
The General Conference in 1 800, sent an address to the state legislatures about slavery.
The South Carolina legislature was very angry about it. Asbury comments,
I saw one ofthe members of the General Assembly of South Carolina, who informed me
that our address from the General Conference had been read and reprobated; and
furthermore, that it had been the occasion of producing a law which prohibited a minister's
attempting to instruct any number of blacks with the doors shut; and authorizing a peace
officer to break open the door in such cases, and disperse or whip the offenders.
(1958b:272)
The long-term consequences of the antislavery rhetoric of the MEC, mild as it was in
1 800, was far reaching in terms of the church's ability to do ministry in South Carolina. Asbury
wrote.
Sure nothing could so effectually alarm and arm the citizens of South Carolina against the
Methodists as the Address of the General Conference. The rich among the people never
thought us worth to preach to them: they did indeed give their slaves liberty to hear and
join our Church; but now it appears the poor Africans will no longer have this indulgence.
Perhaps we shall soon be thought unfit for the company of their dogs. (1958b:281)
Not only was it difficult to do ministry in South Carolina because of the negative
sentiments from the white people toward the MEC, it was also dangerous.
1 had thought our address would move their majesties and the peers of Charleston. Report
says they have pumped poor George Dougherty until they had almost deprived him of
breath; and John Harper committed the apology to the flames before the intendant ofthe
city: I have seen his apology for receiving them. (Asbury 1958b:266)
^' The dangers of discussing slavery were increased enormously after 1 793 when 500,000
African slaves revolted and won their freedom on the West Indian Island ofHispaniola. This act
inspired African slaves in America, and it caused slave owners to fear slave revolts. The fear was
particularly intense in Charleston because of its large slave population and the stories of escaping
refugees from Hispaniola. "Reftigees from the West Indian rebellion arrived during the 1790's in
Charleston, Norfolk, Baltimore and Richmond, adding vivid touches of gore to the news that had
already frozen the hearts of slave-owners. There was talk, too, that these refiigees might be agents
ofthe French sent to sow the seeds of revolufion among the slaves of America Guards in the
South were stepped up, patrols increased, church services among slaves forbidden unless they
were held in the open and unless whites could be present, it having long been suspected that it was
in religious meetings that plots of insurrection were hatched [After many unsuccessful slave
uprisings in the South,] it came to light that Methodists, Quakers, and Frenchmen were to be
spared if the armed slaves carried out their designs" (Ferguson 1971:206-207).
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Northem abolitionists had sent some printed antislavery addresses to the Rev. John
Harper, the itinerate at Charleston. He stored them away, but a copy got into circulation. It
enraged the people. Harper was brought before the authorities, and he explained the situation and
bumed the remaining papers. No charge was laid against him, but he was later seized at the prayer
meeting the following night and held under the spout of a pump until he was nearly drowned.
Methodism struggled with the issue of ordaining African preachers. This hindered the
MEC from having an indigenous ministry with that population. According to Lee, in May 1800,
There was a new rule formed respecting the ordination of coloured, or black people, to the
office of [local] deacon, among us ... . "The bishops have obtained leave by the suffrages
of the general conference, to ordain local deacons of our African brethren in places where
they have built a house or houses for the worship ofGod; provided they have a person
among them qualified for that office, and he can obtain an election of two-thirds of the
male members of the society to which he belongs, and a recommendation from the
minister who has the charge, and from his fellow-labourers in the city or circuit.
(1810:270)
This rule was never printed during the life of Lee. He was the first to make it public. He
said.
When the mle was formed, there were many of the preachers, especially from the southern
states, that were much opposed to it. . . . Some who were opposed to it moved that it not
be printed in our Form ofDiscipline, and a vote of the conference was obtained to enter it
on the joumals only, and most of the preachers were opposed to it's being made public.
(1810:270)
Richard Allen ofPhiladelphia was ordained a deacon on June 11, 1799. He was the first
to be ordained. According to Lee, others were ordained in New York, Philadelphia, and
Lynchburg, Virginia (1810:270-271).
Based on the information in this section, slavery was a negative contexfiial factor that
hindered the growth ofthe MEC in the South. As the instifrition responded to the slavery issue, it
encountered an opposition that mitigated against growth. The opposition took the form of bad
public relations; negafive media attention; withdrawing members; and intemal conflict
that pitted
members against members, local preachers against traveling preachers, the bishops against
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traveling preachers, and the North against the Southeast. The slavery issue contributed to the
decline of southem Methodist membership in the South during the 1790s.
The slavery issue also revealed a strong regional difference of opinion. Lee represented
the opinion of the South. He was personally opposed to slavery, but he resented the church's
meddling in that issue by means of its many rules. Slavery was ingrained into the life and fabric of
his society and was a culturally accepted institution. Even devout people leamed to tolerate it.
The Methodist preachers in the South did not want to force the issue. They feared that they would
lose slave-owning members who paid their wages if they enforced all the rules. They also feared
that the people would become disaffected by the rhetoric. They knew that the church's strong
antislavery stance would hinder the church's ability to maintain its membership and appeal to the
white population. Many of the South's prominent Methodists and local preachers were slave
owners. The local preachers were affectionately tied to the people and very influential. Attempts
to expel these Methodists only made the issue worse.
On the other hand. Coke and many of the preachers who challenged slavery at the various
conferences believed that the moral and social implications of being Methodist required the MEC
to speak out against slavery in every way possible. Once again, people's opinions on the issue
were largely colored by the context in which they lived. Most northem preachers believed that
slavery was a social justice issue that demanded a prophetic voice in opposition to it. For a time
they were willing to prioritize evangelism and intemal cohesion for the sake of growth, but they
never shared the opinion ofthe southem Methodists who tolerated slavery under the guise ofthe
evangelistic priority. This set the stage for continuous conflict and a future confrontation.
Also, the slavery issue and the general prejudice against all blacks kept Methodism from
having an indigenous ministry with these people. Mixed societies were fme, but the blacks had
to
be segregated from the whites to have effective worship. Asbury instructed southem preachers to
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do this. However, in some places, laws were passed to prevent this. For a short period, Asbury
took a black traveling companion with him so he could preach more effectively to the blacks.
Asbury recognized this problem of indigeneity and tried to establish a black Methodist Church. If
an African church had been established, the black Methodists would have been free to build their
own chapels and ordain their own preachers. Also, they would have been free from white control
and able to become fully indigenous. As late as 1797, Asbury commented that he was still trying
to organize an independent African church in Maryland (1958b: 129). That did not happen in this
time period. In its place, Asbury encouraged the societies and preachers to build chapels dedicated
to ministry with black people. In those chapels, black men could be ordained to preach. This laid
the foundation for the black Methodist churches.
The following demographic figures provide a point of reference. In terms of total
population, blacks equaled 19.2 percent of the U.S. population in 1790 (Census 1949:1 1-12). At
the same time, they equaled 20.3 percent ofMEC membership. In the South, blacks equaled 23
percent ofthe total MEC membership. However, an obvious disparity occurs when black
membership in the MEC is compared with the percent of black population in the states. Blacks
equaled 42 percent ofthe total population in Virginia and South Carolina in 1790. However, they
only equaled 20.6 and 14.3 percent ofthe respective MEC membership in those states. In North
Carolina, blacks accounted for 26 percent of the state population and 17 percent ofthe MEC
membership. Ofthe 29,264 slaves in Georgia, only 1 84 were members of the MEC. That equaled
8 percent of the MEC membership.
On the other hand, in 1790, blacks equaled 32 percent of the Maryland population and 32
percent ofthe MEC membership in that state. In 1800, blacks accounted for 47 percent
ofthe
MEC membership in Maryland. In that year, there were 6,175 black MEC members in the
southem states, not including the 5,497 black members in Maryland. The black membership in
Maryland equaled 47 percent of the total black membership in the South in 1800. By comparison,
the white membership in Maryland only equaled 23.2 percent ofthe total white membership for
the South in 1 800. In the other southern states, percent black membership increased slowly in the
1790s. In 1790, blacks equaled 16.9 percent of the members in those states. In 1800, they equaled
2 1 .9 percent.
Maryland was more effective in reaching the black population and in incorporating them
within the structure of the MEC in the 1790s. Asbury attempted to accommodate the blacks in
Maryland. He tried to build them separate churches and to give them more control over their
intemal operations. At the same time, the cultural climate in Maryland was less oppressive to
blacks, and the preachers in that state spoke out more intentionally about slavery. However, its
white membership declined at a quicker rate than the white membership in the other southem
states during the same period. It dropped from 10,749 in 1790, to 6,363 in 1800 or by 41 percent.
By comparison, white membership in the rest of the southem states only dropped by 2,615 or 10.6
percent.
In summary, it appears that Maryland Methodism paid a price in order to have a fast
growing ministry with blacks. In Charleston, Asbury believed that the Methodists were sent
primarily to the blacks. Because he wintered in Charleston, he focused the circuit on that priority.
Because of that effort, the black membership in Charleston grew from 77 in 1790 to 440 in 1800,
but the white membership only grew by nine persons in the same period. In the rest of the state,
white membership increased by 858 people.
This study has not accumulated enough facts to be incontrovertible, but, from the data
gathered, it appears that the white membership in the South was hurt proportionally to the MEC's
efforts to evangelize blacks. Based on this, one can postulate that aggressive ministry to blacks in
the South during the 1790s was a negative institutional factor in terms ofwhite membership
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growth. It was a positive institutional factor for black membership growth. Since the population
of whites was greater than the black population, ministry to blacks negatively effected overall
numerical growth.
Methodism's Bias toward the Poor. An earlier section discussed the economic condition
of America in this period. A depression lasted until 1788. The economy gradually improved
through 1791 and then surged forward. In the South, slaves contributed to the prosperity and were
considered necessary for its continuance (Morris 1953:508, Ramsay 1858:240).
Prior to the economic upswing, the South did not have a large middle class. It lacked the
industrial base of the North. Ninety percent of the people lived in a rural environment. This
hindered the growth of a middle class. Most white people worked for the rich or lived on a
subsistence farm. Southem inhabitants were largely polarized between the rich, the masses, and
the slaves. However, the invention of the cotton gin helped to change that. It allowed poor white
farmers to enjoy the benefits of the economy. Land suitable for raising cotton was cheap and
could be purchased or rented. During this time, a new class ofwhite farmer emerged in the South.
He worked small farmer and expanded as opportunity allowed. These farmers began to fill-in the
gap between the poor and the rich. Some became owners of slaves. This new ordering changed
life in the South and inspired the masses to improve their situation in life. The resignation ofthe
depression years was replaced with an optimism that was expressed by Jefferson and
antifederalism (Ramsay 1858:249).
The years ofthe economic boom and the changing social stmcture in the South
corresponded with the years of numerical decline and low receptivity for the MEC in the South. It
is possible that Methodism's bias against slave owning, the acquisition ofwealth, and the wealthy
classes made the church unattractive to the people who aspired to improve their material condition.
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This would include most of the white people in the South. The MEC failed to inspire the white
masses to the extent that it was out of step with the spirit ofthe age.
The following paragraphs attempt to demonstrate Methodism's bias to the poor and its
negative attitude toward wealth. It quotes from official documents and Asbury. The institutional
bias was a national factor. These paragraphs precede from that assumption. However, the bias did
not mean that Methodists of this time were primarily poor or that the MEC opposed the ruling
class. In fact, during the 1790s, Methodists were rising in social rank and in wealth. It was the
natural consequence of redemption and lift and the economic upswing. The MEC struggled in its
efforts to reconcile this new reality with its self-perception. In earlier years, Southem Methodism
grew by means of great revivals. The revivals particularly appealed to the poor. By focusing on
the poor, both in England and in America, Methodism found a receptive niche in the cultural
landscape. During the time of economic prosperity, that niche became increasingly smaller.
Additionally, many who became Methodists when they were poor were now experiencing a more
comfortable lifestyle. For example, in the 1790s, Methodism in the mid-Atlantic cities was "still
an artisan's church, but its artisan members were moving from a disproportionate number of
lower-class artisans to a disproportionate number of large-workshop artisans" (Andrews
1986:269-3 17). Andrews captured the irony of the situation. She argued that the trustees and the
well-off members ofthe church were more influential than Asbury or his preachers in determining
the local ethos of individual churches.
In some respects James O'Kelly's attacks on Asbury's authority may have been misdirected
. . . because the preachers in the long run continued to depend on the largess of their
followers, many of them with an increasing investment in the materialistic world that the
Methodists in general condemned. (1986:301)
If this analysis is true, it highlights the conflict between a national institutional expectation
and a local institutional preference. The contextual reality of an economic upswing was not a
positive or a negative factor. The church's response to it determined its character.
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This section suggests that the MEC's bias for the poor placed it in conflict with the
contextual reality of the South and the expectation of the local societies. Because of this, some
members left the church as they progressed up the economic latter and it kept other advancing
people from affiliating with the MEC.
While in Maryland in late 1785, Asbury claimed that the principle members were not
successful in business. They were poor. According to Asbury, if they were well-off they would
not be Methodists. However, he stated, once a person became a Methodist, the person was better
able to handle prosperity without losing his soul. He encouraged the people to relocate to the
westem frontier "where the means of rearing a family, and the advancing in the world, were more
within the reach of the inhabitants" (1958a:497). Prior to the economic upswing, social
sttatification kept people in the South poor. Eight years later, Asbury still struggled with
prosperous religion. Wesley's maxim, "ft is a mere miracle for a Methodist to increase in wealth
and not decrease in grace," bumed on his mind (1958a:748). In 1790, Asbury wrote, "Our society
in the city ofPhiladelphia are [sic] generally poor: perhaps it is well; when men become rich, they
sometimes forget that they are Methodists" (1958a:65 1). This was a statement based on personal
observation. To Asbury, a negative relationship existed between acquiring wealth and staying a
Methodist.
While in South Carolina during the time of economic prosperity, Asbury lamented the
state of some who gained wealth and prestige. "Too often, when any rise in their circumstances,
they seek for offices, or become slave traders, and much too great to be Methodists" (1958b:280).
From this statement, it would appear that people who went up the economic and social ladder in
the South did not continue to identify with the MEC.
As a Connecficut resident lamented to Asbury, "ft was the misfortune ofthe Methodists to
fall in with some of the most ignorant, poor, and disreputable people in the State" (1958a:723).
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This person viewed this as a negative factor because rich people would not socialize in a church
that sided with and was composed of the poor. Asbury took it as a compliment and bragged that
the poor had the gospel preached to them. Then he quipped, "Have any ofthe rulers believed on
him?" (1958a:723).
Throughout his ministry, Asbury targeted poor people. While in New York, Asbury
observed, "The people on this island, who hear the Gospel, are generally poor, and these are the
kind I want, and expect to get" (1958a:540). While in Charleston, South Carolina, he said, "I am
ready to conclude we are not sent to the whites of this place, except a very few; but to the poor
Africans" (1958b: 117). Slaves accounted for over 50 percent ofCharleston's population.^' While
fraveling in the South Carolina countryside 12 miles north of Sumpter, Asbury said, "Religion is
reviving here among the Africans; several are joined in society: they are the poor; these are the
people we are more immediately called to preach to" (1958b:122).
Asbury detested the indulgent pursuits that were characteristic ofwealthy people. While
in westem Virginia he stated, "When I behold the conduct of the people who attend the Springs,
particularly the gentry, I am led to thank God that 1 was not bom to riches; 1 rather bless God, that
1 am not in hell" (1958a:607). In reference to the white people ofCharleston, Asbury wrote.
The white and worldly people are intolerably ignorant ofGod; playing, dancing, swearing,
racing; these are their common practices and pursuits. Our few male members do not
attend preaching; and I fear there is hardly one who walks with God: the women and
Africans attend our meetings and some few strangers. (1958b:41)
While preaching in Connecticut in 1800, Asbury commented.
We had a finely-dressed congregation�a good name is a great matter with these people.
O Baxter! are these thy apostate children? Will Methodism ever live in such whited walls
and painted sepulchers as these people, who delight to dwell insensible to the life of
religion, and closed up in their own formality and imaginary security? (1958b:241)
Asbury's bias for the poor became a hallmark of the instittition. In 1789 he wrote, "To
begin at the right end ofthe work is to go first to the poor; these will, the rich may possibly, hear
" In 1790, Charleston had 8,089 whites and 8,270 Negroes. By 1 800, Charleston had 9,630
whites and 10,843 Negroes (Molloy 1947:80 and 86).
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the truth: there are those among us who have blundered here" (195 8a:601). In other words, go to
the poor first and build the work around them. Then the rich may be converted to God. Do not
build the church around the rich because they will corrupt it, and the poor will be beholden to the
means of the rich. This sentiment is contained in the General Minutes and all the MEC Disciplines
during this period.
Let all our churches be built plain and decent; but not more expensively than is absolutely
unavoidable; otherwise the necessity of raising money will make rich men necessary to us.
But if so, we must be dependent on them, yea, and governed by them. And then farewell
to Methodist discipline, if not doctrine too. (MEC 1788:35)
As demonstrated earlier, most itinerants were poor. This caused them to be in conflict
with some of the local preachers and members who took advantage of the good economy. Some
members and local preachers became slave holders. That caused more of a disconnect.
Uhimately, the local preachers were more indigenous to the local populations that the traveling
preachers. Also, they identified whh the aspiring people in a way that the itinerants could not.
Preachers might do what they could to mitigate the effects on the followers of this new
attachment to commerce and its consequences; but the old patemal model did not fit well
with the new republican society. . . . Many preachers concemed with respectability
themselves tended to ally with the elite in the local societies As it tumed out, the
Jeffersonian republic argued in a kind of cultural renaissance for religion. (Andrews
1986:316)
Summarv of Southem Membership Decline
While there is no single explanafion for the southem decline ofthe MEC from 1793 to
1800, conti-ibuting factors to the decline can be identified. Although, h is not possible to weigh or
quantify the contributing factors.
A primary cause of decline was the clash between the anfifederalism values that prevailed
in the South and instifiitional Federalism. The conflict between O'Kelly and Asbury exemplified
this. Hammett's and O'Kelly's defections stole away members, preachers, and property. More
importantly, they engaged the MEC in a public controversy that caused bad public relations
and
deflected the church from evangelism. To some extent, it pitted local preachers against itinerants.
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However, the fact that the Baptist Associations ofVirginia and Federalist Maryland had identical
membership declines raises important questions about the overall significance of this factor.
Certainly, it cannot be offered as a single cause explanation.
Slavery and Methodism's response to it was shown to be a factor that caused membership
decline. As the MEC challenged slavery in the state legislatures and made rules to eradicate
slavery from the church, it alienated southern members and potential members who did not share
that view. Many southem members with an opposing view on the subject stayed in the church and
caused intemal conflict over the issue. Some of those who stayed were local preachers with
influence. Because ofMethodist sympathies on the subject and the fear of slave revolt, many slave
ovmers did not let the church have access to their slaves. Furthermore, wherever the MEC made
strong efforts to evangelize blacks or prioritize ministry to them, it suffered a corresponding
decline in white membership. This fact represents an observation. Its cause is not specified.
However, one can guess at the relationship between the two. The South was a very segregated
society in which many whites detested any personal association with blacks. In the hierarchy of
the South, poor whites prided themselves on not being slaves. They were tumed-off by a church
that valued blacks and prioritized ministry to them.
The MEC's bias for the poor was a contributing factor to southem decline to the extent that
it conflicted with the spirit of the age. Republicanism and the good economy encouraged people to
be optimistic about life and to strive to improve their condition. Methodists experienced
redemption and lift. As they moved up the social ladder and acquired more material means, they
received a contradictory message from their church, ft valued simplicity and feared economic
improvement. At this point, there was a disconnect between the national church and the regional
reality ofthe South. This caused some members to leave the church and it kept others from
joining it.
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The poverty ofthe itinerants and its related issues were major causes for decline in the
South. Limited financial resources kept the MEC from paying its preachers a living wage, which,
in tum, caused many to locate before they were "worn-out." When a preacher married, usually he
had to locate to support his family. A lack of a living salary also kept others from becoming
itinerants. A deficit of preachers kept the MEC from expanding its borders or from adequately
supplying its circuits. There is a close correlation between the number of itinerants, the number of
circuits, and the number of members. Whenever one portion of the equation is reduced, it lowers
the other two parts of it.
Emigration, deism, theological controversies, persecution, a lack of preaching houses,
Indian hostilities, and epidemics also hindered growth and may have caused decline. Emigration
had a tremendous influence on the decline ofmembership in the eastem areas of the South.
Finally, the lack of revivals contributed to numerical decline in southem Methodism
during the 1790s. There is a clear relationship between revivals and church growth. Many ofthe
authors reviewed in Chapter 2 credited "revivals" or the "revival spirit" with numerical success.
Likewise, fi-om theprimafacie evidence, there is a clear relationship between a lack of revivals
and numerical decline.
There were no significant revivals in the South during the years of decline. The 1789
revivals were the last recorded ones. In the late 1790s, Asbury tried to revitalize the church by
encouraging prayer meetings and spiritual disciplines, hoping to produce revivals. However, he
was not successful. The membership decline was not halted until 1800. In that year, revivals
retumed to the South. Like rain on dessert soil, they produced instant growth.
Prior to the 1790s, southem Methodism experienced periodic revivals. During each
revival, the membership ofthe effected circuits increased dramatically. After the revivals, the
membership plateaued and slowly dipped as the implicafions of discipleship became clear. Many
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people who joined the church in the excitement of revival soon lost their interest or were
distracted. Jesus' parable of the soils illustrated this point. However, before the revival energy
dissipated, the churches experienced another revival. The energy from the new revival pushed the
churches past the previous decline to new membership highs. After the new zenith was reach, the
cycle of decline and progress continued.
From 1785 through 1788, it appears that southern Methodist membership did not follow
the revival cycle because it did not plateau or decline. However, a close look at the data shows
that individual circuits within that region did follow the pattern. As an aggregate, Southem
Methodism grew because it added circuits and preachers. With its missionary character and
evangelistic zeal, the church won the lost and it expanded its borders. The unabated growth of the
mid-1 780s following the earlier revivals occurred as the result of aggressive church planting.
Beginning in 1788, revivals retumed to four areas that had plateaued. They are the
Bmnswick (south), Berkley (north-central), and Fairfax (east-central) areas in Virginia, and the
Baltimore area in Maryland. As these circuits grew during times of revival, state memberships
lurched forward for two years, plateaued for three, and then declined. The revival model
anticipated a state membership plateau in the early 1790s and a gradual decline. Based on the
revival model, after the plateau and gradual decline, a new revival was necessary to continue the
pattem of growth. That did not happen. Consequently, the lack of any subsequent revivals caused
the membership declines in those states to continue unabated through the 1790s. Once revivals
retumed to the southem MEC in 1800, the revival pattem and membership growth continued as
before."
" For example, after 1 800, Maryland Methodism surged from 1 ,2046 members to 24,055 in
1 803 . The membership plateaued for four years with a gradual decline. In 1 807, Maryland
Methodism gained 3,000 members. Then for the following five years it experienced a plateau with
a gradual decline. This is the revival pattem.
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Why there were no revivals in the 1790s becomes the next question. The spirit of the age
that emphasized antifederalist ideals, French romanticism with its emphasis on rationalistic deism,
the economic boom that distracted people from their religious foundations, the slavery issue,
religious controversies between competing denominations that turned people off to evangelical
Christianity, and intemal conflict within the MEC in the South are all possible reasons. If revivals
are sovereign acts ofGod that are sent at God's will, none of this matters. However, if revivals
happen as a consequence of receptivity factors, environmental forces, and spiritual preparation,
then the answer to the question becomes very important.^"
Methodism in New England: 1789 through 1800
American Methodism made its first permanent inroad into the forbidding land ofNew
England in 1 789 when Jesse Lee was appointed there as a missionary. However, he was not the
A.H. Redford in his Historv ofMethodism in Kentuckv, (1 868:248ff), offered great insight
into the membership decline of the 1790s He spoke from the perspective ofKentucky, but he
associated the Kentucky decrease with the Virginia decrease. The following is a summary of his
reasons for decline.
He argued that the decrease in membership could not be attributed to any single cause
because many factors influenced the decline. First, between 1795 and 1800, emigration to other
parts ofthe expanding frontier caused numerical decline. In some places large circuits were
broken up, and in other places only small portions were left. Second, O'Kelly's influence was
strong and his followers wreaked havoc in many places in Kentucky and Tennessee. "Kentucky
had chiefly been settled by emigrants from Virginia, and the infant Church in the West became
involved in the controversy. Some of the prominent preachers were beguiled by [O'Kelly's]
teachings" (1868:254). Third, religious controversy distracted preachers and members from the
primary task ofthe church. In some cases, religious controversy is necessary, e.g., when it
promotes tmth and orthodoxy, or when it seeks to deliver people from bondage. However, in most
cases, it is harmful to growth and happiness. Fourth, the church's stance on slavery alienated many
members and potential members, ft also engendered bad publicity. Because of its political
position, many people argued that the MEC was meddling in the affairs of the civil govemment.
This was not received well by the people. "While many families of high social position, in view of
the inoperativeness ofthe mle on slavery, connected themselves with the Methodist Church, a very
large proportion, among the most influential-while admiring the zeal of its preachers, the
simplicity of its worship; and the tmth of its doctrines-sought other Communions"
(1868:260-261). Fifth, America's romance with French philosophy and deism were most hurtfiil.
France's infidelity caused a spiritual and moral decline in America to include Kentucky. Sixth, he
did not list Indian raids as a separate reason for decline, but he mentioned them as a problem in the
course of describing another reason. Finally, he said that the declines in membership were
checked and reversed by the great western revivals that began in 1799.
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first Methodist to preach in New England. George Whitefield began to preach in New England in
1740. Whitefield was a sensational success." He attracted large crowds of people who eagerly
waited on his words. During his many preaching tours in New England through 1770, Whitefield
procured a large following. Next to Jonathan Edwards, Whitefield was the most influential
preacher in New England during the time of the Great Awakening. However, when he died in
Newburyport, Massachusetts in 1770, New England Methodism died with him. He did not
organize his converts and he did not raise up native preachers to continue his work. Additionally,
Whitefield separated from the Wesley brothers prior to beginning his preaching tours in New
England. He became a Calvinist (Lee 1810:35-38). Unlike Whitefield, Lee "planted" Methodism
in New England. For that reason, Lee is considered to be the father ofNew England Methodism.
His story is legend.
Lee had wanted to go to New England for a long time.^* However, he could not get
Asbury to appoint him unfil 1789. Prior to 1789, Asbury did not feel that Methodism was called to
New England, and he did not want to commit the church's scarce resources to that unpromising
place for three reasons. First, there were people on the frontier and in other areas who were
destitute of all religion. Some of these people were calling for the Methodists, and Asbury was
unable to accommodate their requests because of a lack of preachers. Second, New England was
covered with churches and ministers. Furthermore, Congregationalism was established by law and
supported by tax in most of the inhabited parts. Third, Arminian dissenters would not be
welcomed in that bastion ofCalvinism. Persecution would be likely (Baker 1941 :5-6)."
Besides Whitefield, Charles Wesley, Richard Boardman, Cornelius Cook, and Freebom
Garrettson also preached in New England as they were passing through (Baker 1941 :4-5).
"On their way to Charleston [Asbury and Lee] passed through a small place called
Cheraw. A young clerk of a merchant who entertained them there was from Massachusetts, and
from him Lee leamed much about New England which greatly interested him, and his heart was
drawn out to go there, but Asbury did not favor it, thinking that section already sufficiently
provided for in the way of religious privileges" (Mudge 1910:27-28).
" In his Historv of the New England Conference. Mudge offered the following assessment:
"We can see, on reflection, how natural it was for Methodism, starting at about the same time in
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Growth ofMEC in New England from 1789 through 1800
Methodism was not native to New England, and it did not take root easily. However,
when it began to grow, its organization spread out like a wild vine under a warm sun as it branches
penetrated into every area of that region (see Chapter 3). In 1790, New England Methodism
consisted of three circuits in Connecticut. By 1795, New England Methodism consisted of 17
circuits in four states. By 1 800, it consisted of 33 circuits in all six New England states and
boasted a membership of 5,812.
Table 6.5
Number of Itinerants, Circuits, and Members in New England: 1789 through 1800
Year Itinerants Circuits Members Year Itinerants Circuits Members
1789 2 0 0 1795 28 17 2,525
1790 5 3 181 1796 32 20 2,519
1791 13 7 608 1797 38 22 2,999
1792 17 8 1,377 1798 39 26 4,155
1793 21 12 1,739 1799 42 30 4,954
1794 30 12 2,358 1800 48 33 5,812
Source: Methodist Episcopal Church Minutes. (1813).
In 1789, Lee was appointed to Standford, Connecticut. The bounds of his circuit included
Norwalk, Fairfield, Stradford, Milford, New Haven, Derby, Newtown, Reading, Danbury, and
New York City, Maryland and Virginia, and meeting in those middle regions with much
encouragement, should find there ample scope for all its limited resources during the trying years
of the Revolufion, should have, indeed, all it could do to maintain itself and should see no way to
spare any workers for a distant section; especially as that section was the best-churched on ofthe
whole country, divided into close-guarded parishes with religion established by law, peculiarly
hostile to the Church of England, with which Methodism was closely affiliated, and most strongly
fortified, by its general culture and its severely Calvinistic doctrines, against the acceptance of a
new church with an Arminian tincture. It held itself also in moral and intellectual matters proudly
above any need of outside assistance, least of all from a set of comparatively illiterate, strolling
preachers who appeared to its in the light of disturbers of the peace and even as 'wolves in sheep's
clothing' " (1910:28-29).
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Canaan. Those cities are located in southeast Connecticut. In 1790, circuits enclosed the entire
western portion of the state to Hartford. By 1793, Connecticut was covered by circuits. In that
same year, the MEC pushed east and claimed Rhode Island. Two circuits were mapped out around
the major cities of Greenwich and Warren. In 1795, eight circuits covered those states. No more
circuits were added in Connecticut and Rhode Island until 1807. In 1796, the MEC had a
membership of 1,470 in those states. By 1800, the combined membership had inched its way to
1,798. From 1795 to 1800, Rhode Island Methodism did not have any numerical growth.
In 1 790, Methodism had a false start in Boston. On one Sunday in that year, Lee preached
in the Commons to a large crowd. He estimated that the crowd numbered two to three thousand.
The following Sunday aftemoon, he preached to a larger crowd. This was the method that worked
in Baltimore. However, it did not work in Boston. Lee was unable to form a class or society (Lee
1810:165). The MEC had to wait until 1792 to form a small society in Boston. In the meantime,
the traveling preachers discovered that Lynn, Massachusetts was ripe unto harvest. When they
preached there, they had immediate success. Lynn became Methodist-central for that part ofNew
England. From there, the MEC covered Massachusetts with ten circuits by 1800. In that year, the
membership in the state was 1,577 and climbing.
The MEC had good success in the unsettled regions ofMaine, New Hampshire, and
Vermont. Lee was sent as a missionary to Maine. He traveled that area for a year before he
determined the most receptive place to form a circuit. The new circuit was 200 miles from the
nearest circuit. After the MEC got a foothold in Maine, it moved from several directions to
enclose the rest ofthe northem New England states. Lee stated, "Our greatest success at first was
in places where the people were but thinly settled, the people could but seldom
hear a sermon of
any kind. Where there were ministers regularly settled, the people were not so
fond of hearing us
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as they were in other places" (Lee 1810:214). The Congregational church did not have a thick
presence in these states, and it was not established in all of them.
The MEC preceded in these states like it did in other sparsely settled areas. Itinerants
traveled the land, made preaching appointments, formed small groups, organized societies, and
built chapels. At first, the circuits were large in area and small in membership. As the area was
worked more closely, the large circuits were divided. By 1800, Methodism in these states
contained 13 circuits and 2,437 members. By comparison, in 1803, there were more Methodists in
Vermont than in any other New England state. Vermont and Maine proved to be very receptive to
Methodism.
From 1800 to 1812, Methodism grew in all the New England states. In Massachusetts it
doubled its membership to 3,643. In Connecticut it doubled its membership to 2,884. Rhode
Island Methodism gained 554 members. New Hampshire Methodism grew from 224 to 1,750.
Maine Methodism fripled its membership to 3,450. But membership in Vermont increased
five-fold from 1,016 to 5,535.
Figure 6.1 shows the rate of growth and the correlation between circuits, itinerants and
membership. Figure 5.1 (p. 167) shows that the national ratio was one circuit to two preachers to
500 members. However, the ratio in New England was one circuit to two preachers to 175
members. That ratio remained fairly constant until 1794. From 1794 to 1796, the number of
preachers remained constant. However, the number of circuits was increased from 12 to 20. With
that type ofmissionary expansion of the system, numerical growth was inevitable. From 1 797 to
1800, the MEC averaged 938 new members each year. Sixty-three percent of those members came
from Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont. Adding preachers and increasing the number of
circuits by expansion or by division was a formula that the MEC used to increase membership.
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Figure 6.1
Number of Itinerants, Circuits, and Members in New England: 1789 through 1800
Missionarv Character. During the 1790s, the MEC had a critical shortage of itinerants and
money to pay them. At the same time, Asbury committed a disproportionate number of preachers
to New England (see p. 324, Table 6.5). His decision demonstrated the missionary character ofthe
MEC.
Asbury was a strategist with a vision. Methodism's commitment to "spreading scriptural
holiness throughout the nation" compelled him to take a chance in New England. But it was not a
blind gamble. He knew that religion was on the decline in New England and that God might use
the MEC to ignite a renewal in that land.
Prior to sending the first preacher to New England in the early part of 1789, Asbury wrote
an article in The Arminian Magazine that showed why he was concemed for the people in New
England.
We are not ignorant that the Gospel has been preached in the eastem and northem parts of
these United States, from the earliest settlement of the counfiy; but this has been done
chiefly . . . through the Calvinistic medium: the consequence ofwhich has been, that the
religious books in general which have been circulated in those parts, and in some measure
through the southem states, have more or less maintained the doctrines of unconditional
election and reprobation�that "GOD is" not "loving to every man," and that "his mercy
is" not "over all his works"; and consequently, that "Christ did" not "die for all," but only
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for a small select number ofmankind; by means ofwhich opinions, Antinomianism has
increasingly gained ground, and the great duties of self-denial, mortification, crucifixion to
the world, and all the other severe but essential necessary duties of religion, have been too
much neglected and despised. (1958c:67)
In 1 791, during his first visit to New England, he stated.
We are now in Connecticut; and never out of sight of a house; and sometimes we have a
view ofmany churches and steeples. ... I do feel as if there had been religion in this
country once; and I apprehend there is a little in form and theory left. There may have
been a praying ministry and people here; but I fear they are now spiritually dead; and am
persuaded that family and private prayer is very little practiced: could these people be
brought to constant, fervent prayer, the Lord would come down and work wonderfully
among them. (1958a:676-677)
The Second Great Awakening in New England (c.l798) "was preceded by a period of
great religious declension. . . . [New England] churches were gloomy by reason of faith decay and
hearts grown cold. Iniquity abounded and skepticism prevailed on all sides" (Candler 1904:164).^^
According to Barclay, establishment compromised the spiritual life ofthe New England churches.
Under the influence of establishment, the religious culture assumed that people who belonged to
the church were right with God. This blurred the line between personal faith and institutionalism.
Ultimately, this caused an attitude of apathy and a decline in personal religion. In short,
establishment tended to suck the spiritual ardor out ofNew England.
The spirit of the times caused people in New England to be restless. The theological
construct that laid a foundation for New England in previous generations was crumbling at the
comers. The emergence of "liberal" theology hammered at Calvinism from without and from
within. Unitarianism is an example of a religious organization that grew out of the unrest. It filled
an intellectual niche in the new age that Calvinism could not satisfy.
As a doctrinal system the New England theology had gone to seed. Its spiritual barrenness
had become generally evident. . . . Universalism and Unitarianism were making constant
inroads within them and . . . were being openly advocated in most of the prominent pulpits.
The spirit of the age rebelled [against Calvinism]. (1949: 104)
The supremacy of orthodox Calvinism�^the "New England theology"�was sharply
challenged during this period in two separate quarters. In reaction against Puritan legalism
Warren Candler wrote five pages that described the moral and religious decay in New
England prior to the Second Great Awakening. By virtue of content and language usage, it appears
that his work is the source material for J. Edwin Orr and others who describe this period.
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and literalism in Biblical interpretation and theological doctrines of original sin,
predestination, and the Trinity, Unitarianism [developed] at the very centers ofCalvinism,
Boston and Cambridge" (Barclay 1949:14).
Unitarians and Universalism represented an intellectual revoh against traditional
orthodoxy. They fought from the outside. Deism was the other "quarter." Many of hs
protagonists fought against the theological assumptions of the established church from within the
church itself.
As a system and philosophy, deism contended that the tenants of Calvinism and the
systems that were derived from it were in error to the extent that they were not scientific. The
teaching of scripture contained moral examples, not ultimate truth. The rationalistic philosophy of
deism "aimed to infuse religion into all culture by bringing theological formulas into harmony with
scientific knowledge and developing systems of ethics and politics on a rational basis" (Barclay
1949: 14). Deism emphasized the person over the system, was very compatible with democratic
thought, encouraged philanthropy, and hailed the rediscovery of reason as a gift from God to be
used for the purposes of good. However, it distorted the truth ofChristianity; denied miracles,
resurrection, the incamation, the authority of scripture and insthutions founded on that premise;
and made God into an absentee landlord. In practice, deism lacked a spiritual foundation for moral
behavior, ft also minimized "personal religious experience." Faith was rationalistic, not dogmatic
or experiential. Church attendance declined where Universalism and deism had a strong hold
(Barclay 1949:14).
As people began to question the rightness ofCalvinism and the systems founded on h,
others attempted to dismantle establishment. The Unitarian Churches, Baptists, and others tore
away at the fabric ofthe "Puritan" hegemony. During this time, the winds of religious and
political change were blowing in New England (Orr 1975:8-1 1, Candler 1904:165-172).
Asbury knew all of this prior to sending preachers to New England. In 1789, h may have
appeared to Asbury that the iron wall ofCongregationalism was cracking. If so, the time was right
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to launch a Methodist invasion. Ultimately, Asbury sent preachers to New England because he
knew that Methodism could prosper there if given a chance, that the people were becoming
persuadable, and that he wanted to test Methodism's receptivity. When he discovered a high level
of receptivity, he was willing to commit a proportionally larger number of itinerants to that work.
Asbury's experience at Lynn in 1793 demonstrated this last point. He said, "We have only
three hundred members in this district [Massachusetts and Rhode Island], yet we have a call for
seven or eight preachers; although our members are few, our hearers are many" (1958a:767).^'
The extra preachers were necessary because the potential harvest was great. In established circuits
in the South and mid-Atlantic regions, local preachers and other local leaders could take up the
slack when the itinerants were reassigned to a mission field. However, in New England at this
time, there were few local leaders. As such, the priorities of evangelism and organizing the people
required that Asbury send extra itinerants to New England at this time. The itinerants were the
infantry of the MEC army, and they functioned like an expeditionary force.
Also, Asbury knew that parts of the New England frontier were just being settled. In those
areas, the religious marketplace was wide-open to competition. The organization and missionary
character of Methodism was perfectly suited for that environment. Plus, the MEC had experience
and success in other frontier settings. In reference to being sent to Maine as a missionary, Lee
affirmed this point. "It was commonly understood that they were in want of preaching, and that
our manner of travelling and preaching would be very suitable for that part of the country"
(1810:214).
As early as 1 790, Lee reported that multitudes came to hear the word preached at Lynn
(1810:165). In 1791, it was reported to Asbury that 2,200 people were attending the preaching at
Lynn and Lynnfield (1958a:687). Two years later, the membership of the Lynn circuit was 166.
This can be explained. Many who attended the preaching of the Methodists maintained their
memberships in other churches. This was possible because Methodists preached during the week
or on Sunday aftemoon. The Sunday aftemoon sfrategy first appeared in Charleston and was used
to lure people into Methodism from other churches and to overcome local prejudice (see
1958a:484). Many of these "hearers" asked the Methodists to settle among them like a normal
pastorate, and they promised to attend their services and support their ministries.
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Finally, as New England Methodism took root, Asbury knew that it would recruit its own
preachers and pay its own way. From this perspective, Asbury was making an investment when he
sent itinerants to New England. A large number of itinerants were needed to get the work started,
but once the work was established it would grow local leaders and produce other itinerants.
Starting as early as 1793, Asbury ordained new preachers in Connecticut (Shiels 1994:20n).*�
In sum, it required more resources to begin a new work than it did to maintain one.
However, the missionary character of the MEC required risk. Asbury wanted growth and he was
willing to take the risk. That is why he committed his resources to New England.
Causes for Growth and Decline
William Umbel wrote a wonderful dissertation on Methodism and the New England
religious culture (1991). He contended that the MEC had success in New England for the
following reasons:
New England Methodist leaders came directly out of a society in which plain people were
predominant. They were products of one transformation - the decline ofCalvinism and the
disestablishment ofCongregationalism - and participants in another - the emergence of a
new religious culture. Methodism succeeded in the region by capitalizing on its minority
status and its theological and churchy uniqueness; by capturing the hearts and minds of a
younger generation who had, like some of their parents, grown discontent with the
established religion; and by promoting its ideas to virtually all groups and locations of
New England. They successfully maintained a balance between authority and egalitarian
appeal. Methodism's theology invited all to come; its organization bound converts to
Wesley's ideas and developed religious communities who adapted as their own its task of
spreading "scriptural holiness" and reforming the nation. (Umbel 1991:184)
^� Of the first societies in New England, Lee wrote, "The first man that joined, became a
preacher; his brother also, and a lawyer, (Samuel S. Smith) joined with them and became
preachers; and then another of the society began to preach" (1810:148). In reference to Maine,
Lee stated, "A considerable number ofpreachers have been raised up in those parts" (1810:221).
Bangs, Hibbard, and Mudge were some of the early native preachers who made tremendous
contributions to the MEC and the New England conferences. Umbel offered a more definitive
comment, "The ratio ofMethodist preachers to members and the increase of new ministers in New
England equaled or surpassed those of conferences in the South that had nearly twice as many
members" (1991:149)
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Methodism capitalized on a convergence of favorable contextual and institutional factors.
In a fascinating way, the MEC tumed negative contextual factors into positive factors.
Methodism's controversy and interaction with "establishment" illustrates this point.
Establishment's Prejudice and Its Historical Basis
The established church and those who benefited from it resisted Methodism. Theological
controversy; negative propaganda about the MEC; not recognizing the legitimacy ofthe church's
ordination; and persecution to include forced taxation, destroying property, and threatened
violence were a part of the Methodist experience in New England.*'
Those who advocated a tight link between church and state had a long history of
challenging heterodoxy. Sweet made the following statement about the source of establishment
prejudice.*'
Massachusetts intolerance was one of the principal reasons for the formation of other New
England colonies. With the exception ofNew Haven [Connecticut] all other New England
colonies established after Massachusetts Bay owe their origin in a greater or less degree to
the clash of religion and politics in the Bay colony (1943:89).
Not only did settlers want to escape from Massachusetts, Massachusetts wanted to rid
itself of all those who were of a different mind. The Puritans sought to force their religion on
every aspect of life. Those who held contrary views were a danger to their hegemony. Hence,
they sought to limit the influence of dissenters and to further their own cause by means of laws.
Those who contested were marginalized in society or forced to leave.
*' "Ridicule gave way to overt hostility. At intervals for many years preachers in various
communities suffered persecution. [At this point he listed many examples.] The Methodists were
scathingly denounced from many pulpits. Magistrates, especially in Connecticut, refused to
recognize ordained Methodist ministers as legitimate clergymen. At least one minister-George
Roberts-was prosecuted and fined for performing a marriage ceremony. Several laymen who
reftised to pay the tax for the support of the Established Church were imprisoned or fined. In some
communifies it was a dangerous thing to be a Methodist" (Barclay 1949:137-138). Barclay and the
primary sources documented examples of vandalism and destruction to church buildings.
The reference for the religious founding ofNew England is Sweet's Religion in Colonial
America (1943).
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New Haven, Connecticut, was organized in 1637. It was founded by Thomas Hooker and
250 new immigrants who were disgusted by the situation in Newton, Massachusetts. They landed
in Massachusetts during the trials ofAnne Hutchinson and others. They established a new
govemment and church based on the Plymouth model. Afterward, they declared their freedom
from all but divine authority. Eventually, Congregationalism was established there.
Rhode Island was created by a group of exiles from Boston between 1636 and 1656. They
were banished for protesting the religious intolerance of the Puritans. Roger Williams was the
leader of this Separatist defection. Anne Hutchinson was a co-leader who was also banished for
her religious ideas. This colony welcomed both Jews and Quakers. However, it became
predominantly Baptist.
New Hampshire was established in 1638 under the leadership of John Wheelwright. He
and his followers were expelled from Massachusetts because their theology was incorrect. They
signed the Exeter Compact, which was pattemed after the Mayflower Compact.
Maine and its inhabitants also sought independence from the Bay Colony on many
occasions. Under the original charter, Maine was a part ofMassachusetts and remained that way
until 1 820, when it was separated to become the twenty-third state.
Citizenship, suffrage and church membership went hand-in-hand in the Bay Colony. In
1643, ofthe 15,000 residents, only 1,708 were citizens. Such a small minority guaranteed that the
will ofthe religious leaders would be followed. If there was disagreement, the religious leaders
expelled the disagreeing members. This kept them from voicing their displeasure in a public
forum. However, such un-American principles could not last forever. Cracks began to appear in
the stmcture. The Half-Way Covenant of 1657 was one of the first intemal challenges. What do
you do when the second and third generations do not evidence conversion and the same
vision/lifestyle as the founders? Answer, you let them be baptized, but you deny them the benefits
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ofChurch membership. The Half-Way Covenant became a way of life for the masses. Efforts to
maintain orthodoxy and strict control continued, but the hearts ofthe people grew cold and
indifferent. The Puritan dream of a pure religion and a theocracy was at odds with the popular
sentiments of the times.
Methodism and Establishment
In Virginia, the MEC was criticized for not being republican enough because it was tinged
with federalistic appendages. Ironically, in New England, it became a voice for republican ideals.
In much the same way that O'Kelly criticized the MEC, the MEC criticized the standing order in
New England. As one would expect, the open advocacy for republican ideals caused conflict with
the standing order.
The clergy-constituting, along with merchants and lawyers, the hierarchy of
officialdom-believing that they govemed by divine right, were alarmed by the rising
democratic spirit in both politics and religion. Anything that pointed in the direction of a
free Church was regarded by them as a menace, in self-defense to be resisted by every
possible means. (Barclay 1949:132)
The Church Tax Issue. The case against church taxes is a perfect example ofMethodism's
republican orientation and the resistance it received from the standing order. In 1794, during the
heat ofthe fight, Asbury made comments that reflected the rhetoric ofthe Methodist preachers in
New England.
Here [is] the iron wall of prejudice Out of fifteen United States, thirteen are free; but
two are fettered with ecclesiastical chains-taxed to support ministers, who are chosen by a
small committee, and settled for life Who began the war? Was it not Connecticut and
Massachusetts? and priests are now saddled upon them. O what a happy people would
these be if they were not thus priest-ridden! (1958b:22)
Those were strong words that were written with pafriotic fervor. Asbury came from
England and was accustomed to establishment. He never spoke against the establishment of the
Anglican Church before 1785. In fact, prior to the Christmas Conference, Asbury sought to work
with Anglican priests in a mutually beneficial way. On the one hand, Methodists needed
sacerdotal support from the Anglican priests. On the other hand, by cooperafing with Methodist
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preachers, the Anghcans increased their attendance. It was a symbiotic relationship (see Chapter
5). However, the New England situation in the 1790s was very different.
First, the MEC had become its own church with a national vision. Second, a war was
fought over the principles of freedom. The establishment idea was antithetical to the rising
democratic ethos in the new republic. Soon, popular opposition to it would sweep the lingering
vestiges of it away. Establishment laws were already abolished in the other states. The Methodist
preachers who "invaded" New England were from the parts of the country where disestablishment
was celebrated. Third, establishment laws gave the established churches an unfair advantage. In
most places, recognized churches of other denominations also benefited from church taxes and
establishment. Methodists refiised to buy into that system. For example, in 1793, Asbury
commented that the majority of people in Needham, Massachusetts preferred the preaching ofthe
Methodists and wanted to pay them by a tax on the people. However, the appointed preachers
absolutely refiised this plan (195 8a:767). Even if the MEC would have bought into the church tax
plan, its membership was small and the amount raised by taxes would not have supported it. It
needed sacrificial giving, not tax support. Fourth, Methodism was in direct competition with the
other churches. Most of its members in New England came as the resuh of defections from the
other churches. That produced antagonism. The fact that many of the defecting members were
inactive members or disenchanted before converting did not matter because the established church
received monetary support (taxes) from unchurched people if they were not active members of
another recognized denomination. Every male aduh paid a church tax. Finally, there were large
numbers of disaffected people in New England with whom Methodism and hs message resonated.
In time, they were eager to embrace the MEC. From this perspective, the MEC was successful
in
attracting new members in New England because it was unique, h defined itself
in
contradistinction against Congregationalism and the other churches. Speaking out against state
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sponsored religion helped to position the MEC in the religious marketplace and made the church
an option for those who wanted change.
Conflict related to the church tax was intense at times. For example, in 1794, the Lynn
society was incorporated so its members would not have to pay the church tax to the
Congregational Church. Prior to this, its members took certificates to show that they were
Methodists and paid to the support of that church. That angered the standing order who argued
that they were still responsible for the tax. While at the new chapel at Wilbraham, Massachusetts,
Asbury commented on this point. Asbury thought they were very mistaken and was ready for a
fight. Prior to this, the standing order moved their church close to the Methodist chapel
(1958b:24). The following week, while in Windsor, Connecticut, Asbury became very concemed.
He complained, "Not withstanding [Brother Stoughton's] certificate from the Methodists he has
been taxed to pay a minister he heareth not. O liberty! O priestcraft! So all that withdraw must
pay the ministry" (1958b:25).
Methodism stmggled with this issue more than other dissenting churches because, at times
and in places, it was not a recognized church. When a convert became a member of a Methodist
society, it did not mean that he or she ceased to be a Congregationalist in the eyes of the state. For
this reason, the standing order argued that Methodist converts had to pay the church tax. In their
eyes it was a matter of "tax evasion." Also, it was an attempt to intimidate an aspiring and
unwelcomed sect who sought to grow by taking members from their churches. These issues of
recognition, proselytism, and the church tax caused tension and rancor between the MEC and the
standing order.
This was important because Methodism attracted the poorer people and it did not
participate in the church tax system to the extent that other dissenting churches did. It depended
on the voluntary giving of its members to support its programs. Consequently, the church tax that
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was paid to the established church reduced the amount ofmoney that the Methodist converts could
contribute to their new church. The maintenance and growth ofthe MEC in New England
depended on its ability to pay its own way and raise funds. For example, building meeting places
and chapels was a big priority. Where the MEC did not have one, its growth was severely stunted.
As such, the church tax was a negative contextual factor that hurt the MEC to the extent that it
reduced the contributions of its members and hindered the growth ofthe organizational
infrastructure.
A Democratic Gospel with an Emphasis on Salvation. Besides its fight against
establishment, the MEC also resonated with republican ideals in its preaching. The message of
free will and free grace ran contrary to the prevailing ideas of Calvinism. Methodists preached a
"democratic" gospel that emphasized salvation and sanctification. The perfectibility of human
nature through the grace ofGod reflected a human optimism that was popularized by
antifederalism. Salvation was not for an elect group of chosen people. Rather, the gift was for all
who would respond to it and conform to God's demands as they grew in grace. These emphases
prioritized personal decision and evangelistic preaching. God was a loving God who offered his
grace to all people. The preacher worked in tandem with God in accordance with Wesley's order
of salvation (see Chapter 5). The damned v/ere those who would not respond to God's love and the
message of salvation. However, no one was predetermined to be damned and no one was
predetermined to be saved. Also, one could have an assurance of salvation and rejoice in God's
love, but no one was beyond the possibility of falling from grace. This spoke against the doctrine
of the perseverance of the saints and placed an emphasis on faithfulness. Growth in grace was a
primary purpose of the local MEC organization. The experience of salvation, the assurance of
salvation, the need for sanctification, and the preaching for response were central to the Methodist
message.
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Methodism cared about learning and wanted its preachers to study, but the priority on
effective evangelism superseded everything else. According to Umbel,
Early New England Methodists valued schooling, but they valued saving souls more.
They did not wish to confine notions of education to the classroom or to the reading of
classical texts. They also gathered their knowledge from "everyday's experience" and
believed that people generally followed those who taught from experience rather than
those who taught "from books only." They especially abhorred "godless" learning
Settled clergymen who had acquired a classical education but did not know how to win
souls repelled them. (1991:181)
In the 1790s, Methodist preachers in New England were not educated in the same way as
other pastors. They understood Arminian principles and were able to articulate the gospel message
from that perspective. They also knew how to pick at Calvinism. One did not have to be a scholar
to exploit the weaknesses of the theological system. Addifionally, Wesley and Fletcher wrote
extensive responses to Calvinism from the Methodist perspective. Plus, the course of study for
itinerants, "The Articles ofReligion in the Discipline," and leaming from exposure to other
preachers all prepared the preachers in New England to preach effectively against the
undemocratic ramifications of Calvinism. Methodism was aggressive in challenging the standing
order and in appealing to a segment of the population that was receptive to its arguments (Umbel
1991:64).
Not only did Methodism leam to exploit the undemocratic nature of Calvinistic thought, at
times they made mockery of it. Lee stated,
I did not spare Calvinism but bore solemn testimony against the doctrine which prevails in
this part of the world, which in substance is this: 'The sinner must repent, and can't repent;
and he will go to hell if he don't repent,' or, as a lawyer expressed in my hearing, 'You
must believe, or be damned: and you can't believe, if you are to be damned.' But some of
these people begin to see that something must be done before jusfification; though some of
the preachers teach that a sinner cannot repent until he is bom again. From this doctrine,
good Lord, deliver us.*' (Baker 1941:27)
Lee's argument was very stereotypical and could be challenged by a theologian. However, he was
not addressing it to the educated scholars or attempting to persuade them. He preached for a
verdict among the simple people. His folk theology and facile characterization ofthe chauvinism
63 From The Life and Times ofthe Rev. Jesse Lee (1 860) by Leroy M. Lee.
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ofCalvinism appealed to them. More importantly, they responded to it. In New England,
traditional Calvinism undergirded a hierarchy in govemment and in church life that supported a
privileged class. To the disenfranchised, the message ofMethodism offered an appealing
altemative.
The MEC shared some common themes with the Universalists, but they did not appeal to
the same segment ofthe population. Plus, the Universalists were liberal in theology and quiet on
the need for sanctification. Also, Methodism never preached that all would be saved. Rather, it
preached that all could be saved. The Universalists were very similar to the Unitarians in
appearance, and appealed to the ideals of deism (Baker 1941:36-41).
Social Status and Political Orientation ofNew England Methodists. In an earlier section,
this chapter shows that the MEC targeted the poor and that it had a bias for them. The same was
tme in New England. This is demonstrated by a comment that was made to Asbury while he was
in Connecticut. A man lamented, "It was the misfortune of the Methodists to fall in with some of
the most ignorant, poor, and disreputable people in the State" (1958a:723). Baker captured the
essence of this when he wrote.
The Methodist preachers were not preaching to the best educated and most cultured people
ofNew England. The leaders went among and appealed to those whom the standing-order
clergy were not effectively reaching with their more emdite and carefiilly worked-out
sermons. In a pamphlet, printed in Norwich in 1 800, the Methodists were described as
follows: ". . . their church is made up of the most weak, unleamed, ignorant and base part
ofmankind." (1941:16)
It was chiefly the poorer people to whom Methodism went, and who formed the body of its
membership. Farmers, seamen, petty merchants, apprentices, and tradesmen were especially
attracted to Methodism. These people were the working core of society. Women associated with
these categories were even more receptive to Methodism (Baker 1941:17-18).
However, Methodism preached to all classes of people in New England and it won
converts from every class (Barclay 1949: 137). Although, in a stratified society, it was difficult for
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prominent and wealtiiy people ofmeans to associate in an intimate way with the lower classes.
Methodist organization required intimate association. This limited the appeal ofMethodism to the
upper echelons of that society. In time, Methodism did reach the wealthy and educated people in
New England as the church indigenized to its context. An emphasis on an "educated" clergy and
married preachers who lived as if they were settled are two examples. Umbel stated, "Methodists
viewed themselves as advocates of the poor and dregs of society; but this study also reveals
conscious efforts to reach all classes, including those whose resources would push the
denomination forward" (1991 :ix).
Besides being poor, Methodists of this period were mostly antifederalist in their leanings.
From a demographic and social perspective, this should be expected. This fact had special
significance for New England Methodism because Federalism reigned there.
It seems well authenticated that the anti-Federalist party, the Republicans, included most
of the Methodists. One itinerant of this period wrote: "The great mass, if not the entire, of
the Methodist Church and her adherents were Republicans." This was true, of course, not
only in New England, but also in the country at large, and most especially among those
who removed to the West. In his Connecticut in Transition, Purcell writes that the
republican rise to control [in 1800] was the result of its appeal to "the laboring element"
and to religious discontent. He explains: "All dissenters [in New England], save
Episcopalians, could be described as Republicans by 1803. . . . The Methodists joined the
democratic forces who were fighting for equalitarianism as well as religious liberty."
(Baker 1941:47-48)
Baker showed that the Federalists in New England found their strength in the standing order. He
identified them with the Calvinists and "nearly every lawyer of repute, most physicians, every
member ofthe Yale faculty, and the leaders in business The dissenters 'were generally found
on the side of Jefferson' " (1941:48).
Barclay shared a similar view.
In New England the clergy ofthe Established Church were predominantly on the side of
the conservative, property-holding class. The dissenters, for the greater part, advocated
the doctrines of Jefferson. In fact, the overthrow of the Federalist dynasty ofNew
England was chiefly attributed ... to the Methodists, [and other dissenting denominations]
cooperating with the new democratic political forces in undermining "the old and
established order of things." (Barclay 1950:23).
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It has already been shown that Methodism grew in New England during a time of political,
religious, and social upheaval. This was a time of "mounting theological debate, growing
denominational pluralism, a weakening of Congregationalism's legal and social authority, and
increased public involvement in partisan politics" (Umbel 1991:160). In New England,
Methodism aligned itselfwith a growing opposition party that included political outsiders and
dissenters of every sort. With these groups, the MEC waged a fierce war against establishment
and it rode the rising tide of antifederalism. In so doing, it appealed to and gave voice to a
growing segment of the dissenting population.
[The] religious transformation [in New England] mirrored those taking place in politics,
the economy, and the family. Numerous social analogies worked to Methodist
advantage. ... A loss of social power, the decline ofCalvinism, and the overwhelming
repudiation of religious establishment occurred simultaneously with a bulging pluralism of
groups and the ascendency of [Methodism] which was committed to revivalism, missions,
and social reform. (Umbel 1991:100)
In summary, Methodism took advantage of the changing tide and the new receptivity that
it brought. In fact, the MEC identified with the changing order and gave voice to a segment of the
population that wanted change. A Methodist was an antifederalist in a bastion of Federalism.
Becoming a Methodist at this time was a conscious protest against the standing order. This fact
was chronicled by Asbury, Lee, and a host ofNew England itinerants. It was one of the primary
reasons why the MEC was successful in New England at this time. A missionary character and an
effective organization were key to Methodism's success, but, by themselves, they would not have
produced a large harvest if the contextual factors were not working in Methodism's favor. The
people wanted social, political, and religious change, and Methodism gave voice to what they
wanted. The changing environment ofNew England was a regional contextual factor.
Methodism's response to the context took the form of institutional factors.*"
Bishop E. O. Haven summarized the appeal ofMethodism in New England. According to
him, "In almost every town there were some of the most active minds among the people who were
disaffected with high Calvinism, and yet were disposed to evangelicalism; these were ready for the
Methodists. There were others in the back rural districts who did not go to the central
meeting-houses. These, too, were ready. There were others of the more depraved and wicked
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Issues of Special Consideration
The lack of chapels, the society at Lynn, the failure ofMethodism in Rhode Island, and the
role of spontaneous revivals need to be addressed.
Chapels and Growth. A previous section demonstrated that Asbury prioritized the
building of chapels in the 1790s. The lack of chapels was a national and local institutional factor.
Wherever the local societies lacked a place to meet and preach they were limited in their ability to
attract and hold a congregation. When they built a chapel, attendance typically increased. The
chapel problem was particularly critical in New England because the social environment was
hostile to the MEC and the attendees were so poor that they struggled to build their own chapels.
While in Stratford, Connecticut in 1791, Asbury wrote.
They have voted that the town house shall be shut: well-where shall we meet? Some of
the selectmen-one at least, granted access. I feh unwilling to go I reftise to preach
there any more; and it was well 1 did-two of the esquires were quhe displeased at our
admittance. . . . The Methodists have a society consisting of twenty members. ... but they
have no house ofworship-they may now make a benefit of a calamity-being denied the
use of other houses, they will the more eamestly labour to get one of their own.
(1958a:678)
In 1791, while in Boston, Massachusetts, small crowds attended Asbury's preaching. He
blamed the problem on two things. First, the people who attended Methodist preaching appeared
to be ashamed or embarrassed ofAsbury and the MEC. As such, they did not take an active role in
promoting the church to the larger community. Second, Asbury did not have adequate places in
which to preach. Without their own chapels, Methodists had to use other church buildings or local
accommodations. This did not work out well. Asbury concluded, "I have done with Boston until
we can obtain a lodging house to preach in, and some to join us [as members]" (1958a:684)
classes who were reached by the novel methods of the itinerants, converted, and in many instances
became ardent and usefiil Christians. Thus the whole community was stirred to life, though
religious controversy was keen, and persecution lacked only the power of the State. . . . The
itinerant Methodists were nearly as much needed in New England as in the West" (Mudge
1910:29-30).
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Lee had a similar experience in Boston. Of his ministry there in 1790, he stated, "In
Boston it was hard to procure a place to preach in, and the word took but little hold on the minds
ofthe hearers" (1810:165). Notice the connection between effective preaching and a chapel. At
another point, Lee demonstrated the connection between the lack of an adequate meeting place and
the ability to grow a society.
We preached a long time in Boston, before we formed a society, but on the 13th day of
July, 1792, we joined a few in society, and after a short time they began to increase in
number. We met with uncommon difficulties here from the beginning, for the want of a
convenient house to preach in. We began in private houses, and could seldom keep
possession of them long. At last we obtained liberty to hold meetings in a school house;
but that too was soon denied us. We then rented a chamber in the north end of the town,
where we continued to meet a considerable time regularly. The society then undertook to
get them a meeting house, but being poor, and but few in number, they could do but little.
We begged money for them in Baltimore, on the Eastem Shore ofMaryland, and in
Delaware state, in Philadelphia, and in New York, and by these exertions we were able to
proceed, and began the building. On the 28th day ofAugust, 1795, the Corner Stone was
laid of the first Methodist meeting house in Boston. . . . After we began to preach in the
new meeting house, we had large congregations to hear us. (1810:166-167)
While in Boston in 1795, Asbury wrote, "I have no doubt but that ifwe had a house, we
should command a large congregation; but we labour under great inconveniences where we preach
at present" (1958b:57). ft took three years of preaching in Boston before the MEC formed a
society and another three years of preaching before they could build a chapel and attract a crowd.
In New London, Connecticut, it took the MEC three years to form an adequate circuit and another
five years to build a meeting house (Lee 1810:198). Its problem was similar to the one in Boston.
In both cases, as soon as the society built a meeting house, it experienced sustained growth.
There is a relationship between a building and growth. To become a Methodist in Boston
required a tremendous sacrifice in social status. Most likely, a new convert would
be disowned to
some extent by family members and former friends. Understandably, the prospective convert
wanted to be sure that the MEC was going to stay around and provide community before the
person committed to it. A building represented permanence, hi other words, after
a building was
344
erected, it was safer to become a Methodist. People did not want to make a personal sacrifice to a
transitory church.
The Lynn Societv. The society at Lynn started from nothing and became a strong society
in a very short time. After recounting how disappointed he was with Boston, Lee stated, "But as
soon as we began to preach in Lynn, the word had a powerful effect on the hearers who flocked to
hear by the hundreds. It soon appeared that Lynn was the place that should be attended to, in
preference to others" (1810:165). Lynn was close to Boston. Immediately, the Lynn society
determined to build a meeting house. It was dedicated in June 1791 . Afterward, Methodism
continued to prosper in Lynn for many months without any declension. While in Lynn in 1791,
Asbury wrote, "I was greatly surprised to find a house raised for the Methodists. . . . Here we shall
make a firm stand, and from this cenfral point, from Lynn, shall the light ofMethodism and truth
radiate through the State" (1959a:685). Asbury was right. Because of the strong foothold in Lynn,
the MEC began to have great success in the areas around Lynn (Lee 1810:166).
The success in Lynn was caused by a combination of contextual and institutional factors.
First, the Methodists were invited to come to Lynn by a prominent shoe manufacturer.*^ Second,
the people of Lynn were dissatisfied with the Congregational Church.
There were abundance of people in this town who were fond of hearing the Methodists,
and wished to attend their meetings constantly; and on the 9th day ofMay [1791], upwards
of seventy men who paid the tax, came together and took certificates shewing that they
attended public worship with the Methodists, and paid to keep them, as far as possible
from being compelled by law to pay the support of their settled congregational minister,
whom they did not like. (Lee 1810:165-166)
Before the preaching ofthe MEC in Lynn, the people there were very upset with the
oligarchy ofthe Congregational Church. In particular, they were in conflict with the pastor. The
pastor was said to be "more devoted to his own pleasures than to the work ofthe ministry"
(Barclay 1949:133n). In another place Barclay said that the growth of the Lynn society came as a
"Monday, November 29th, [Lee] received a letter from Benjamin Johnson, of Lynn,
inviting him there. Mr. Johnson ... had heard Methodist preaching some twenty years before on
his business frips, and was glad to improve this opportunity of hearing it again" (Mudge 1910:35).
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result of a mass defection from the First Congregational Church. "A list of one hundred and eight
names was handed in, indicating that so many had become members of a Methodist society, and
ceased to be taxable to the first parish. This occurred in May, 1791. .. . [It included] some ofthe
. . . leading men of the parish" (Barclay 1949: 135n).**
This fact explains why the people in Lynn were so eager to embrace the Methodists and
why they were able to build a meeting house so quickly. This defection also served to give the
Methodists credibility in the eyes of the neighbors who witnessed the situafion. Many of them
were also fiusfi-ated with their churches and gladly followed the example ofthe people in Lynn.
By 1793, the membership in Lynn grew to 166 and the attendance was much greater.
Unfortunately, intemal conflict in the Lynn society nearly destroyed the congregation
there. Apparently, Lee was the main point of contention. From 1793 to 1 803, the Lynn society
decreased until it reached a low of 83 members.
In 1793, Asbury wrote that the Lynn conference was more painfiil than any other single
conference. In that conference, Lee was appointed to Maine and did not take his appointment
because he did not want to leave Lynn. However, the people in Lynn did not want him and they
threatened to retum to the Congregational Church if he stayed. He angered them by introducing
fiigue tunes in the music (1958a:767n). In 1794, Asbury lamented, "I now go to Lynn; once the
joy, now the griefof our hearts" (1958b:21). The problem in Lynn also caused Lee and Asbury to
argue. In 1795, Asbury wrote, "I received an original letter from Mr. Lee, not like what I wrote; so
I bid him farewell: I will not give him another opportunity to abuse me; neither shall I lay to heart
what he saith to afflict me" (1958b:67).
According to Mudge, there was a providential preparation for Methodism in Lynn. "The
great dissatisfaction which existed in the Congregational church with their pastor, who had just
been dismissed, combined with a long succession of church divisions and trials . . . left them in a
condition to welcome almost any change, especially one which gave promise of evangelical
eamestness and religious warmth" (1910:37n).
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Lee was from Virginia and he was opinionated and dominating. Past conflict with Coke,
Asbury, and O'Kelly point to this. This may have been the real source of conflict in the Lynn
society. The Lynn members were not typical Methodists in that they represented a true
cross-section ofthe town. Because the society came into existence through a schism in the
Congregational Church, "leading men" were members of the Lynn society. It must be assumed
that these men did not become Methodists because they were converted to it. Rather, they became
Methodists because they rejected the Congregational Church in town. The Lynn society was bom
out of conflict and schism. The people joined the Methodists with their social structure intact.
Because of this, it is possible that they resisted being "Methodized." Methodist preachers,
especially Lee, may have seemed autocratic to people who were accustomed to the Congregational
Church. Their former preacher ignored them and the Methodist preacher controlled them. That
may have been the primary cause of the intemal tension. The issue with fugue tunes may have
been the presenting problem but, most likely, it was not the real issue. Most Methodist societies
began as small groups and grew to become large societies. As they grew, they formed their
Methodist identity and established their own social structure. The Lynn society was an aberration
from this perspective.
Rhode Island Methodism. Rhode Island presents a special problem. It was almost totally
resistant to the work of the MEC. From the time that the MEC began to work in the state its
membership grew to 220 in 1796, declined to 162 in 1798, and then grew to 227 in 1800. Even
Lee was unable to explain why the MEC was not effective there.
It is almost twenty years since we first began to preach in Rhode Island, and at present we
have only four or five hundred members in that state. We have had as little success in that
place, as in any of the states where we have been; yet we have not as much opposition
there, as we have commonly had in most places; neither are the people as much prejudiced
against us and our plan, as they are in the rest of the New-England States. In this state
they have no ministers settled by law: they neither have any law to tax the people for the
support ofministers. The people hear such preachers as they like, and pay toward their
support just as much as they please. In a word, they enjoy religious liberty: and are the
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happiest people in this respect of any that dwell in New England. Yet, they are not more
religious than the people of the neighboring states. ( 1 8 1 0: 1 99)
In 1793, Asbury resonated with Lee's sentiment.
I came upon the State ofRhode Island; stopped in Coventry, and found that the two
preachers stationed here have been running over almost the whole State, and formed but
few societies. When I came to Providence, I. Martin told me, that under the present
difficuhies they had agreed not to forward the preachers ofthe Methodists among them
nor to befriend them. (1958a:765)
Rhode Island was founded as a safe-haven for religious dissidents. Baptists were in the
majority. Quakers and Jews also enjoyed the religious climate of tolerance. Congregationalists
equaled less than 17 percent of the population (Finke and Stark 1992:278). Additionally, the state
was covered with churches. Since there was religious freedom, and since evangelical churches
already staked out claims in the state, there was little receptivity to the Methodists. They did not
fill any void in the religious marketplace or appeal to any disaffected population. The MEC
entered the state with the same missionary character and organization that helped to make it
effective in other locations, but those qualifies did not make the church successful in Rhode Island.
If this assessment is correct, the negative contextual factors in Rhode Island negated the positive
institutional factors of the MEC to the extent that the MEC did not grow rapidly.
Additionally, receptivity to the MEC in the Providence area was lessened in 1793 just as
the MEC was getting started in the state. Asbury blamed the opposition and lack of members in
Providence on a Mr. Wilson. Wilson was a member of the Irish Conference until he was retumed
to the local ranks for getting married. He then immigrated to America. Later he worked with
William Hammett in Baltimore during its time of numerical decline and intemal conflict.
Afterward, he became a colleague of the Rev. Snow of Broad Street Congregational Church in
Providence. While there, he wrote an extremely critical book called Apostolic Church
Govemment, and Massachusetts the Govemment and Svstem of the M.E. Church Investigated (see
Asbury 1958a:766n). He led a local opposhion to Methodism and disdained Asbury for many of
the same reasons as Hammett (Asbury 1958a:766n). In speaking ofWilson, Asbury stated.
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The secret ofthe matter was, that many in that congregation would have been kind to us,
but meeting with Mr. Wilson, coming from Ireland (once a travelling preacher), he settled
with them: their convenience suited his interest. But the people can hear us in the school
house; and if any are awakened, they will join the Church over the bridge. (1958a:766)
A Spontaneous Revival in Province-Town. Massachusetts. Sometimes it appeared that
God providentially prepared the way for the MEC. The revival of religion in Province-Town is an
example. The community was located on the extreme northern tip of the Massachusetts peninsula
by Cape Cod. When religious excitement began to move the people in Province-Town, they had
no organized religion nor any person to guide them in it. A few were converted and began to
employ spiritual disciplines. They met together, sang, read the Bible, and talked about their
religious experiences. Soon after this, a Methodist preacher was blown ashore and stumbled upon
them. He met with them, organized them, and ministered to them. When he left, he directed them
to Boston so they could get an itinerant assigned to them. When the MEC established an official
presence in the town, it was overwhelmed by the positive response. The society was formed in
1795 and soon reached 166 members. Since this was a small town in a very isolated place, it must
be assumed that 1 66 people represented a large percentage of the population. Interestingly, those
who did not embrace the MEC were very violent in their opposition to it. For example, when the
new converts cut and prepared lumber in preparation to build a chapel, a mob went to the site of
the proposed chapel, cut the lumber up, threw it into the sea, and tarred and feathered an effigy.
Lee stated that it was the "most violent opposition that we had met with in that part of
New-England" (1810:291). Later in the year, they did build a chapel.
Conclusion
Chapters 5 and 6 have demonstrated, by means of a descriptive-historical analysis of early
American Methodism, that regional growth and decline can be described in terms ofthe interplay
between institutional and contextual factors.
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CHAPTER 7
The Hypotheses Revisited
The descriptive-historical analysis in Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrated the hypotheses from
Chapter 1 . The following is a "summary" of findings, not a detailed analysis of each hypothesis.
The proofof the hypotheses is located within the text ofChapters 5 and 6.
The Hvpotheses Examined
The first hypothesis stated that early American Methodist growth factors that are derived
from national statistics are unreliable to the extent that they ignore the regional character of
Methodist growth and are not tied to regional contextual data. This is supported. For example,
the preaching of an Arminian theology was a very positive institutional factor in Massachusetts
because it positioned the church in that environment and served as an apologetic vis a vis the
Congregational Church. However, on the frontier, the preaching ofArminian theology was not
as effective in positioning the church in that context because there was not an established church
and the majority of the inhabitants were not steeped in Calvinism. On the frontier, the
Methodists preached against Calvinism to the extent that they competed with Baptists and
Presbyterians for the allegiance of the unchurched people who settled there. Conversely,
emigrating local preachers were very important on the frontier, but they were virtually
nonexistent in New England.
In the westem frontier, to include the developing areas of the South (South Carolina,
Georgia, and the westem parts of the eastem states), local preachers helped to plant new
societies, did the job of a circuit rider prior to the arrival of the itinerant, and functioned as
pastors. Local preachers were ministry multipliers in most of the local societies and circuits.
Even when the itinerants were working the circuits, the local preachers still fulfilled many
pastoral duties. However, in the South, local preachers also caused institutional instability and
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fomented contention. Tliis fact was especially true for the local preachers in Virginia. Those
who were opposed to aspects of the Methodist system appealed to local preachers and found a
ready base of support in them. The ordinance crisis, the slavery debate, the Council debacle, and
the southem schisms reflect the institutional tension caused by local preachers. Both Hammett
and O'Kelly enjoyed strong support with local preachers. Because the local preachers were more
intimately attached to the local societies than the itinerants, they had a disproportionate amount
of influence with the people. The many rules that the MEC passed to "control" local preachers
reflect this reality. As such, it cannot be stated that local preachers were a positive institutional
growth factor in early American Methodism unless one qualifies the statement in terms of
regions and fiinctions.
The preaching style ofthe itinerants is another example. In the South and on the frontier,
their language, simple theology, and "heart" preaching spoke to the masses. However, the same
preaching style was a curiosity in parts ofNew England. For example, the "Baltimore method"
of going to the marketplace on Sunday aftemoon and preaching to the crowds worked wonders in
Maryland, Charleston, and in other places where it was employed. However, in New England,
people came to listen to Lee when he preached in the Commons, but no one responded by joining
a class or society. In time, native preachers adapted Methodist preaching to the New England
context. A more educated clergy, more reasoned sermons, and a more settled ministry were
accommodations to New England culture that allowed the MEC to appeal to a wider segment of
the population. This was necessary for the long-term survival of the MEC in New England. The
church broadened its popular appeal and base of support by adapting itself to the New England
culture without compromising its essence.
The second hypothesis is related to the first. It stated that an institutional factor that
positively influenced growth in one region of early American Methodism at one time may have
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contributed to decline in another region at the same time. This is supported. Methodism's stance
on slavery demonstrates this point. Preaching against slavery was a positive institutional factor
in the mid-Atlantic states and New England. The message resonated with a regional ethic.
However, the same message in the South caused numerical decline for both whites and blacks.
In order to have access to the slaves and avert mass defections in the South, the Methodist
preachers watered-down the institution's vitriolic opposition to slavery. In turn, this frustrated
the people and preachers in the North and stirred institutional conflict on the national level.
The institution of presiding elders is another example. In the South it was associated
with the conflict related to the Council and O'Kelly. Because of that association, it became a
point of contention. However, in the other parts of the connection, the institution served its
purpose well. The work and person ofAsbury, centralized govemment, and the appointment
system are also examples ofthe same regional reality. All three were positive institutional
growth factors to the extent that they focused Methodism and its resources on its missionary
calling. However, they became negative factors to the extent that they clashed with contextual
factors and caused conflict that led to schisms.
The following is a variation of the second hypothesis: an institutional factor that
positively influenced growth with one population could cause decline with another. The
prioritizing ofthe work with blacks in the South is an example of this. The data show that it
increased the participation of that population, but it also reduced the participation ofwhite
people in the South. Likewise, the targeting of poor people made the institution effective in
reaching that population, but it also made the church ineffective in reaching rich people because
ofthe corporate culture that it engendered and the sociological factors associated with it. The
"Homogenous Unit Principle" speaks to this point.
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The third hypothesis stated that early American Methodist growth and decline happened
within the matrix of an amalgam of institutional and contextual factors. This is supported.
Growth and decline did not happen in a vacuum. For example, the ministry ofthe MEC in New
England was effective because the changing context was receptive to it. The populating ofthe
New England frontier and the changing social climate were positive regional contextual factors
that worked to the advantage ofMethodism. For the same reason, Methodism was not very
effective in Rhode Island even though it employed the same institutional methodology there.
Rhode Island was in New England but its contextual reality was different from the rest ofthe
region. Its contextual milieu was not favorable to the introduction ofMethodism in that it did
not have an established church, was filled with Baptist churches, and was not going through a
radical social upheaval.
Methodism's lackluster performance in Rhode Island is an example of its failure to adapt
to the context. There were unchurched people in Rhode Island who could have been converted
and assimilated into the MEC. As such, a market existed for the MEC if it would have adjusted
itself to that market. When the organizational methodology that was employed with success in
other parts ofNew England did not work in Rhode Island, the MEC should have looked for some
other point of receptivity. Uhimately, in the 1 790s, the contextual reality of Rhode Island did not
favor the Methodist institution as it was presented to that state.
During the Revolutionary War, early American Methodism in the South capitalized on a
changing context and experienced great growth because of it. Institutional factors related to the
changing context facilitated the growth. There were great revivals in parts ofthe South during
this time. Early American Methodists worked the revivals. Methodized them, and reaped a big
' On the surface, this hypothesis seems to be self-evident. However, it needs to be stated
since a major part of this dissertation has argued this point. Addhionally, h is not self-evident to
everyone. Chapter 2 demonstrated that many commentators on the growth of early American
Methodism attributed hs success to institutional factors.
353
harvest from them. Similarly, as the Anglican Church dissipated, Methodism used its status as a
quasi-Anghcan organization to appeal to disenfranchised communicants. Many Anglicans
owned Methodism as their new church. At the same time, the contextual reality of fighting in the
mid-Atlantic area and occupation by the British severely hurt the stability and viability of early
American Methodism in that region. In the mid-Atlantic area, anti-British sentiments hindered
growth because early American Methodism was associated with British missionaries, Toryism,
and the political writing ofWesley. Those factors did not affect Methodism in Virginia to the
same extent that they affected Methodism in the mid-Atlantic region because the southem
preachers were native bom and not overtly pro-British.
The fourth hypothesis stated that regional membership decline occurred as the resuh of
conflict or tension between institutional and contextual factors. This is supported.
According to the mechanical analogy, several gears must engage before a shaft can tum.
When the gears mesh, applied force will move the gears and tum the shaft so that work is
accomplished. Work represents the purpose of the machine (what h was designed to do) or the
goals of an organization (why it exists). If the gears do not mesh, force will still be applied but it
will meet with resistance. The gears will not tum the shaft efficiently, and little work will be
accomplished. When positive contextual and institutional factors mesh, the force that the church
applies through institutional means will produce membership growth. When the factors do not
mesh, impaired growth or membership decline occurs. Positive contextual factors combined with
positive institutional factors will produce growth. Positive contextual factors combined with
negative institutional factors or negative contextual factors combined with positive institutional
factors may produce anemic growth or decline. Negative contextual factors combined with
negative institutional factors will produce decline.
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When early American Methodism was focused on its missionary purpose and not
hindered by negative institutional or contextual factors, it grew numerically. In every case where
negative factors deflected early American Methodism from its missionary character, Methodism
suffered from plateauing membership or declines. Because negative institutional and negative
contextual factors were regionally based, there was a regional pattem to early American
Methodist membership decline. This leads into the next hypothesis.
The fifth hypothesis stated that early American Methodism grew when it had a
missionary character and an effective organization. This is supported. Missionary character
describes a quality of the institution that defmes its purpose. A church with a missionary
character seeks to contextualize itself in its environments as it marshals its intemal resources to
win targeted people to Christ and make disciples of those who are won. Contextualization or
adaptation is the process by which an organization meshes with its environment as it seeks to
minimize extemal resistance and maximize institutional factors. Church growth is evidence of
an effective church organization that has a missionary character, i.e., is contextualized and
focused on the Great Commission.
An effective organizafion serves the purposes for which the organization exists. Since
organizafions have to posifion themselves in a particular environment to maximize their outputs,
effective organizations are context specific. In other words, the institutional qualities that made
early American Methodism effective in one context may not have made it effective in another.
For that reason, early American Methodism had to adapt its institution and factors related to the
instiftition to its various contexts in order to be most effective. Sometimes this took the form of
emphasizing a factor more in one region than in another region. For example, the
work and
expectation of an itinerant in a missionary circuit in south Georgia was very different
from the
work and expectation of one in a stationed church in Philadelphia. At other times, Methodism
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adjusted the institution to meet special circumstances. For example, worship services with
blacks were different from those with whites. That is why Asbury encouraged the preachers to
meet the blacks separately. The blacks responded better when they were segregated and allowed
freedom in worship. Segregated worship also helped to develop black leaders in the local
societies. Still, at other times, it took the form ofminimizing conflict. For example, the MEC
voted that the yearly conferences that were regionally based should determine how to enforce the
rules on slavery in their areas of responsibility.
By means of its organization, early American Methodism adapted itself to its contexts.
When it adapted well, the organization was effective. When it did not adapt well, the
organization was not as effective. Ultimately, effectiveness is measured in terms of output or
numerical growth. From this it can be stated, in early American Methodism, missionary
character was a positive institutional factor in every context. However, the effectiveness of the
organization was determined by how well the institution adapted its organization to its context.
As such, many institutional factors that combined to produce an effective organization in one
region had to be modified or changed when they operated in another region or local area within a
region. In fact, adaptability is a primary characteristic of an effective organization. It should be
noted that many ofthe authors in Chapter 2 also identified adaptability and effective organization
as primary reasons for the church's success.
Institutional and extemal conflict were signs that early American Methodism was not
adapting well or that the adaptation process was being resisted by some. Numerical decline,
membership plateauing, or a deceleration of growth accompanied conflict. However, conflict
was not always bad. At times, conflict forced early American Methodism to respond to the
context in a more intentional way. Eventually, this produced greater levels of contextualization.
At other times, conflict with one segment ofthe external population caused Methodism to mesh
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with another segment of the population. For example, conflict with the standing order in New
England helped the MEC position itself in the New England environment so that it appealed to a
disaffected portion of the population.
The sixth hypothesis stated that a focus on social issues (e.g., slavery, temperance,
wealth, and politics) hindered numerical growth when it distracted early American Methodism
from the Great Commission, engendered conflict in the institution and with the extemal
environment, and tumed potential members in the targeted population away from the church.
This is supported. However, the attempt to avoid social issues and prioritize evangelism also
lessened the appeal of the church to those who felt sfrongly about the social issues. Ultimately,
the failure ofthe MEC to deal with the slavery issue caused great institutional conflict in later
generations and led to a sectional split. The split did not solve the slavery issue, but it did lessen
the conflict in the church related to it. In the meantime, the MEC in the South was effective in
evangelizing black people.'
Conclusion
Chapters 5 and 6 showed that there was a regional character to early American
Methodism. In fact, by 1800, within the one MEC, there were at least four different churches.
^ Some social issues were means by which the MEC gained popular support. The
temperance issue became an integral aspect of the church's corporate culture. Through it, the
MEC successfully challenged the broader culture on this point and won approval for its stance.
Also, as the MEC appealed to a greater segment of the population and as its members
experienced the benefits of "redemption and lift," the church gradually lessened its bias toward
the poor and leamed to live with means and people ofmeans. Finally, when the church was
identified with a popular political issue, it benefited from that. However, when it was identified
with an unpopular political issue, it was hurt. The persecution in the mid-Atlantic and Maryland
circuits in the Revolutionary War is a case in point. Since politics tend to follow regional
pattems, being identified with a political issue could be positive in one area and negative in
another. Additionally, in every region, the people are generally split on political issues so that
there is never unanimous agreement. In the 1790s and 1800s, being identified with
antifederalism and Jefferson was a positive factor in every region. Even in New England, where
Jeffersonianism was not popular, Methodism was not hurt by its antifederal leanings because it
was able to find a niche there by appealing to the people with whom Jeffersonian ideals
resonated. In fact, the MEC purposely used the language of politics to attack establishment and
church tax laws.
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Each shared the same national institutional factors. They were united by a strong central
govemment with hs organizational structure; a Wesley-Arminian theology; the Discipline; and a
common heritage to include hymns, personal holiness, and experiential religion. Nevertheless,
regional variations were very significant. Frontier Methodism emphasized camp meetings and
the socializing function ofthe church. When one lives in a hostile environment in which the
person does not have many near neighbors, church gatherings become very important. Southem
Methodism was strongly republican in its orientation, and it resisted the authority ofAsbury and
the central church. The presence ofO'Kelly, Hammett, and defecting local preachers kept these
issues alive in the South. The Council and Asbury's authority related to it were not issues in
mid-Atlantic Methodism. That is why O'Kelly complained that the northem elders mocked him
during the 1792 debate at the General Conference (see Chapter 6). However, the institution of
slavery was important to them. Even though mid-Atlantic Methodism did not experience
revivals during this period to the same extent as the South and frontier, neither did it have the
same level of intemal conflict. Perhaps this helps to explain why it had steady growth in the
1790s when southem and frontier Methodism declined. New England Methodism was trying to
carve out a niche in its region. That infant church was looking for hs identity. As it produced its
own preachers and was formed into its own conferences, it began to show its leanings. It
attempted to reconstmct Methodism in a way that was more palatable to hs context. A high
percentage ofmarried hinerants and an emphasis on education are two examples. Ultimately,
New England Methodism would radically alter the MEC. Through its educated preachers and
exaggerated influence in the national institution, it became a powerful force in the 1800s.
Perhaps no one has expressed this reality better than Umbel.
Methodists eventually accommodated their cause to New England culture. They knew
their success depended upon the conversion of native persons to their cause; and the
acceptance of their mind and methods by New Englanders. But the institutionalization
ofMethodism moved the denomination from an outsider religious group to a socially
respectable one. The first generation valued their differences, separateness, and
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other-worldliness; the second generation aspired much more certainly to wealth,
position, and power. But what New England qualities made Methodists there different
from Methodists in the south and west? Regions of antebellum America manifested a
unique temperament as the slavery question and the polarization of southem and
northem Methodists clearly illustrates. New England Methodists boiled on the edge of
change in education, church govemment, theology, and printing. And they benefitted
[sic] around the tum of the century [1 800] from a younger populace that did not hesitate
to question and depart from its elders. Likewise, Methodism won native sons and
daughters from New England families who valued education and carried this passion
with them; they did not leave anything behind. (1992:xiii-xiv)
The church was planted in each region under different circumstances. As it grew in
those areas, it responded to a different set of contextual factors. Those factors and the regional
responses to them determined the regional character of the MEC. Also, from a chronological
perspective, churches develop and change as they grow. In 1795, southem Methodism was at a
different stage in its development than New England Methodism. This caused the MEC in those
regions to be different. The following example illustrates this point. From a synchronic
perspective, children who are raised in the same house by the same parents are very different
from each other when they have a large age differential. A toddler and a teenager have different
needs and interests. How much more should one expect siblings of different ages who are raised
in different locations to differ from one another? As such, any study of early American
Methodism will be flawed to the extent that it ignores its regional character.
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CHAPTER 8
Early American Methodism Re-examined
This chapter examines two sociological theories related to church organization and
evaluates them in terms of early American Methodism. It is exploratory and not intended to be
detailed. Dean Kelley's theory will be examined first. Afterward, the sect-to-church typology as
described by Niebuhr will be examined.
Kellev's Theory
Dean Kelley was a part of the Hartford Project that articulated the national/local,
contexfiial/institutional factor typology. He did not reject the typology, but he did reject the
findings ofthe group. In his book, Whv Conservative Churches Are Growing ([1972] 1986), he
challenged their findings and offered his own theory. In the preface of his book, he said that his
book should have been titled "Why Strict Churches Are Strong." In fact, that is his theory.
Kelley did not deny the reality of contextual factors but he pushed beyond them. He believed
that the institutional qualities of a church determined whether it grew or declined. Furthermore,
if a religious organization had the right institutional qualities, it would grow even in an era of
negative contextual factors. For the purposes of comparison, Kelley described national churches
and did not factor in local or regional variation in the organizations he examined.
The sectarian and theologically conservative religious groups have made amazing gains
in recent years. Amid the current neglect and hostility toward organized religion in
general [a national contextual factor], the conservative churches, holding to seemingly
outmoded theology and making strict demands on their members, have equaled or
surpassed in growth the yearly percentage increases of the nation's population. And
while the mainline churches have tried to support the polifical and economic claims of
our society's minorities and outcasts, it is the sectarian groups that have had most success
in attracting new members from these very sectors of society. (Kelley 1986:xxv)
When Kelley wrote his book in the late 1960s, mainline churches were blaming their
national declines on obsolescence (contextual) factors. However, Kelley noted that sectarian
churches were growing in the same environment in which the mainline churches were dying. As
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such, he determined that institutional factors internal to mainline churches were causing them to
die. Conversely, sectarian churches were growing because of institutional factors internal to
their organizations (1986:17-34).
According to Kelley, strict churches' communicate ultimate meaning to their followers,
make substantial demands on them, and require commitment. One of the primary functions of
religion is to infuse life with purpose and meaning. Motivation and commitment flow from this.
When people believe in something with great passion, they will be passionate in their
commitment to the faith system that embodies the passion. The failure to communicate meaning
is one of the primary reasons mainline churches die.
Upwellings of new meaning originate mainly among the lowliest ranks of society, not the
loftiest. Inspired by a high demand that calls forth all they have, these sometimes
unprepossessing little bands are lifted up in the scale ofmeaning until the whole society
slopes down from them! That is, life has so much more significance to them than to even
the wealthiest and most powerful that they, the humble believers, become in time the
source, the touchstone of understanding what it is all about. (Kelley 1986:54-55)
Evidences of Social Strength. Kelley wrote that three categories evince social sttength in
a sttict church. They are commitment, discipline, and missionary zeal.
Because of commitment, believers have such a strong adherence to the group's beliefs
that they are willing to suffer persecution, to sacrifice status, possessions, safety, and life itself
for the organization, its convictions, and its goals. Individual believers subsume their personal
agendas to that ofthe group. Additionally, believers willingly and fully submit themselves to the
discipline ofthe group. They obey the decisions of the leadership without question or
resenttnent. Being punished for an offense is better than being expelled. The group and its
members are consumed with a missionary zeal. They are eager to tell the "Good News" and will
not be silenced by opposition or contrary views. They talk more than they listen.
Members would be continually giving and receiving messages among themselves about
the group's goals, its daily life, the progress of other members, and so on; new members
and the young would be constantly bathed in a nurttiring stteam of such communications,
' High expectation is another way of expressing the word "sttict." A sttict church has high
expectations for its membership and it makes demands upon it.
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often in a kind of in-group code, a special terminology peculiar to the group. (Kelley
1986:58)
Methodism Examined for Evidences of Social Strength. In early American Methodism,
there are examples from the literature to support each of these categories. Chapters 5 and 6
referred to these examples. Generally, Methodists had great commitment to the church. Many
suffered repeated persecution for it. Ridicule and social ostracism were common. This was
especially true when Methodism was new to an area and/or had the status of a minority religion.
Other churches and many non-Christians were threatened by Methodism. They were very critical
of it and the zeal of its converts. Violence was not uncommon. Opposition also took the form of
coercion. Husbands trying to keep their wives from converting or participating is a classic
example. Persecution decreased when Methodism became the dominant religion in an area. For
example, in the 1 790s, Asbury and Lee did not write about organized persecution in Virginia and
Maryland, but they did write about persecution in New England and Charleston. Persecution
happened in areas where the church did not have a strong presence or in areas where it
challenged the dominant culture or some power structure.
Discipline was cenfral to the experience of early American Methodism because it was a
means of grace and essential for growth in grace. New members were on probation as they
moved forward in the order of salvation. In the class meetings, discipline was very strong.
People confessed their sins and faults to each other and were corrected by the leader and
fellow
classmates. People who did not attend class meetings or who violated the "rules" or who caused
division were expelled from the society. General love feasts were banned. Admittance to the
society required a ticket that evidenced the bearer's commitment to the "discipline."
Coleman wrote.
Those who violated these rules were admonished of the error of their ways, but if they
persisted in their disobedience, their names were to be dropped from the church
rolls.
The unusual thing about these rules was not their severity, but that they were actually
enforced. The records of early American Methodism abound with testimony to the
frequency of expulsions from the membership because of persons' negligence m
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following the General Rules. . . Even for a member to murmur persistently against the
Methodist discipline or doctrine was sufficient grounds for him to be expelled from the
society. Failure to attend regularly the class meeting meant lost membership. A formal
charge of delinquency in this case was not required. The mere record of non-attendance
was enough to exclude him from the rolls. . . . Even after becoming a member ofthe
society he had to have his character reviewed and passed upon annually. In every way,the emphasis was upon a strict enforcement ofthe Methodist discipline. To be a member
ofthe church was serious business. ... The local church organization was designed to
assure the maximum efficiency of spiritual guidance to the individual members while at
the same time permitting and stimulating the primary purpose ofthe denomination which
was to evangelize the continent. (1954:286-288 and 293)
In the early years, Asbury and other circuit riders gloried in trying the classes and
purging the societies. In fact, Asbury bragged about it at times (see Chapter 5). However, the
people gradually rebelled against this. They saw it as an arbitrary use of power, ft was
un-American. As such, rules were made that govemed the application of discipline and limited
the discretion ofthe circuit rider in expelling members without due process. Rules that govemed
the disciplining and expelling of local preachers and itinerants also were developed. Eventually,
the right of appeal was instituted as a check to the local society and itinerant. A person could
appeal all the way to the quarterly conference. Preachers also had the right of appeal.
The following statement from Asbury in 1 796 demonstrates the evolution of local
disciplme and the stmggle that local societies had with it. Notice that it became a "democratic"
process in which local leaders voted on a person's disposition.
I had a meeting with the leaders in close conference and found it necessary to explain
some parts of our discipline to them particularly that of the right of preachers to expel
members, when tried before the society or a "select number," and found guilty of a
breach of the law ofGod and our mles; and that if an appeal were made, it should be
brought before the quarterly meeting conference, composed of travelling and local
preachers, leaders, and stewards, and finally be determined by a majority of votes. I
found it also needfiil to observe there was such a thing as heresy in the church. . . .
Schism is . . . dividing real Christians from each other, and breaking the unity of the
Spirit. (1958b:96)
From its beginnings, early American Methodism struggled with the issue of discipline.
Sttict discipline was not a part of its founding. Asbury and other British missionaries ttied to
infiise discipline into the organization when they arrived. They met with resistance from
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native-born preachers in the South and from members who wanted to have a congregational
model of church govemment in the mid-Atlantic area. Southern schisms reflected the same
ethos. Early American Methodists were committed to the organization and they were disciplined
in their devotion, but they struggled with an institutional discipline that expelled members. In
many societies, there was a level of distrust between the people to include local preachers and the
circuit riders who represented the "central govemment."
Chapters 5 and 6 have demonstrated the missionary character of the Methodist
institution. The itinerants were wandering evangelists who sought to spread Methodism
everywhere they went. The organization developed an aggressive strategy for bringing
Methodism to every part ofAmerica. The circuit system was unparalleled in its missionary
effectiveness and in its ability to foster numerical growth. Undoubtedly, the circuit riders and the
institution were consumed by a missionary zeal. The traveling preachers were so committed to
the vision that they suffered for it. Poverty, chastity, and obedience were hallmarks of their
calling.
Also, within the societies the local preachers, exhorters, and other leaders were very
committed and evangelistic. Lay people were expected to have a personal experience with God.
From that encounter, they shared their testimonies. Testimonies re-enforced the evangelistic
ethos ofthe movement. After a revival season in Virginia, it is reported that the people shared
the faith with their friends and neighbors. "The multifrides . . . refriraing home all alive to God,
spread the flame through their respective neighborhoods, which ran from family
to family: so
that within four weeks, several hundreds found the peace ofGod" (Asbury 1958a:21 1). Lee
stated that Methodist laity would witness to each other so that co-workers and friends
would be
converted, "ft was often the case that people in the comfields, white people, or black, and
sometimes both together would begin to sing, and being affected would begin to pray ....
And
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by that means [Methodism] spread all through the United States" (1810:134). At other places it
is very obvious that Methodism spread like a web movement. Friends invited friends and family
members brought other family members. Web dynamics are typical of growing churches. When
Asbury passed through an area and was scheduled to preach, he expected that the people would
invite their friends and have a crowd ready for him. When they did not do this, he was
disappointed. Early American Methodism could not have grown as quickly as it did if the
itinerants were the only ones with a missionary zeal.
In sum, by Kelley's categorization, early American Methodism was a socially strong
religious organization. The level of strength varied between regions and times. In general,
Methodists were committed to the church, were disciplined in their lives, and were evangelistic
in their behavior.
Evidence of Strictness. Kelley identified three traits of strictness. They are absolutism,
conformity, and fanaticism.
If the members of a religious group show high commitment to its goals or beliefs, and a
willingness to suffer and sacrifice for them, etc., they also tend to show a kind of
absolutism about those aims, beliefs, explanations of life. One would think that
knowledge began with them, that all other attempts to explain life are sadly in error and
hardly worthy ofnotice, let alone respect or credence. (1986:78-79)
Those who hold to absolutistic tendencies live in a closed system. Their inspiration
comes from a special truth. They have a sense of superiority that borders on arrogance.
"If the members of a religious group willingly accept a rigorous discipline, obey their
leaders unquestioningly, and suffer punishment without abandoning the group, they also require
of one another a fairly strict conformity" (1986:80). Conformity applies to matters of faith and
lifestyle issues. Lifestyle issues include how you dress, what leisure activities you enjoy, who
you marry, how you raise your children, and other issues of personal choice. Conformity
identifies the individual with the group and serves the social function of binding the members
together. It is a shared stigma and a badge of honor. "The ridicule and persecution it draws
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down ... is an important element in reinforcing the mutual support within the group and in
increasing their separation from the hostile outside world" (1986:80). Persecution reinforces the
social strength of the church by raising the cost of belonging.
Fanaticism relates to the missionary zeal ofthe individuals in the church. They talk
more than they listen and do not listen when the other person talks because they already know the
truth and are on a crusade to convert the other person.
Methodism Examined for Evidences of Strictness; There is no doubt that circuit riders
and preachers showed absolutistic tendencies. They came up through the system as class leaders,
exhorters, and preachers. They leamed the essence ofMethodism through experience, on-the-job
training, and personal study. Early American Methodist preachers were converted to the faith.
They believed in it and they preached it with passion. They eamestly contended with people
who did not share their views. For them the tmths ofMethodism were self-evident. People who
are absolutistic are the opposite of those who are ecumenical or relativistic. Early American
Methodist preachers were in competition with other preachers. They emphasized their
differences, not what they shared in common. Before the Christmas Conference, they had to go
to the Episcopal Church for sacraments and were encouraged to go to the Sunday moming
service. The people and the preachers complained that the priests were unconverted and their
services were not edifying (cf Asbury 1958a:322).
It is important to note that the appeal ofMethodism was not merely in its doctrines, hs
organizational prowess, or its great missionary zeal. People believed in Methodism because it
was experiential. For common people in the early republic, the experience of God in the inner
soul was more important than the glib words of an educated minister who did not feel what he
preached. The experience ofGod validated the message and the messenger. That is why
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testimonies (exhorting) were a part of ever>' Methodist service. It is also why Methodist
preachers used personal illustrations to make their points.
Kelley said that in an absolutistic church, there is willful submission to a charismatic
leader who interprets truth. His authoritative teaching is an unchanging standard that is binding
on all members. OfBritish Methodism, Kelley stated that Wesley fulfilled this fiincfion. British
Methodism fit all of his categories very nicely and is used as an example in every secfion.
Interesfingly, early American Methodist preachers rejected the authority ofWesley without
rejecting the authority of his teachings. In terms of personal charisma, Asbury was the Wesley of
American Methodism. He also was minimized by many preachers. In so doing, the preachers
fi-ansferred their allegiance to the conference. The conference was more than an institution. It
was an idea to which the preachers aspired, i.e., a tightly knit fellowship of traveling preachers
who were united together by experience, calling, belief, and commitment. Being a member of
the conference gave the preacher status and meaning. It took on the function ofthe charismatic
leader and provided a source of authority to which all were obligated to submit. For this reason,
when the popular O'Kelly challenged the conference and withdrew from it, very few ofthe
itinerants went with him even though many were sympathetic to his cause. On the other hand,
the laity and local preachers were not as attached to it or the MEC because they did not belong to
the "conference." As such, a large number of them willingly parted from the MEC and followed
O'Kelly.'
It is difficult to determine to what extent the laity held absolutistic tendencies. When a
person left a dominant church to become Methodist or lived in an environment of religious
competition in which several organizations vied for the allegiance ofthe people, it can be
^
Many local preachers clamored to partake in the conference. Asbury and the itinerants
refused to let local preachers or lay people participate. Being a member of the conference
distinguished a traveling preacher from a local preacher. In the early 1 800s, lay participation
became a major issue that forced the MEC to be more inclusive in its govemment.
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assumed that those who chose to be Methodist were serious about that choice. On the other
hand, in places where Methodism was the only show in town or where it was the dominant
religion, it can be assumed that Methodists in those areas were less absolutistic about their faith.
Regardless ofthe laity's level of absolutism, in all areas the Methodist system promoted an
absolutistic agenda.
There is evidence ofwidespread and general conformity in early American Methodism.
This is most readily seen in terms of lifestyle issues. Methodism preached against the gay life'
and were very critical of those who indulged in it. In a letter to a Quaker friend, Asbury
summarized all the things Methodists do not do.
I wish Methodists . . . would bear a stronger testimony against races, fairs, plays, and
balls; I wish they would reprove swearing, lying, and foolish talking; watch their young
people in their companies; instruct them in the doctrines ofChrist; call upon them to feel
after the spirit of prayer, moming and evening, and strive to bring them to God.
(1958c:87)
Also, Methodists were supposed to marry other awakened people. When a Methodist married an
unbeliever or a person from another church whose religious experience was questioned, that
person was expelled. In the course of time, the mle was modified so that the person who married
an unbeliever was not expelled. Rather, the person was placed on probation for six months.
Methodists were to wear plain cloths and not to adom their bodies with jewelry. In worship, the
men and the women always sat apart. The distilling and use of spirituous liquors was strongly
frowned upon. The conformity was so generalized that it is possible to describe a Methodist in
terms ofwhat he or she did not do.
Early American Methodism did have a strong missionary zeal, and some called it
fanatical. An illustration from the life ofNathan Bangs helps to demonstrate this last point.
There was no regular religious worship yet in the settlement, but a Methodist itinerant
occasionally reached us and gave us a sermon, and a small Methodist class met in the
^ The phrase "gay life" referred to a lifestyle that prioritized the pursuit of pleasure.
Typically, the lifestyle was characterized by frivolous entertainment like, dances, horse races,
cards, and the like. The gay life is used in contradistinction to the serious or religious life.
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neighborhood. These people were considered, by those with whom I associated, as
fanatics, and were treated with contempt. (Carroll 1916:81)
In sum, early American Methodism demonstrated strictness tendencies. However, it is
difficult to determine to what extent early American Methodism was strict. Certainly, the circuit
riders and local leaders evidenced strictness in every category. It also can be stated that the laity
were sfrict in the area of conformity, and that some were strict in the other categories of
absolutism and fanaticism. When a person became a Methodist in early America, a wall was
built around the person's life that separated the person from the world. That wall re-enforced the
ideals ofMethodism and the community that made it possible."
Implications of Kellev's Theorv When Applied to Earlv American Methodism
To recapitulate: membership gain or loss is significant over time; what that significance
may be is subject to interpretation. The explanation offered here is that . . . strong
organizafions tend to increase in membership and weak ones to diminish. Thus
membership gain or loss is used as a usefiil, though not sole or infallible, indicator of
social sfrength. (Kelley 1986:95).
Furthermore, strong organizations tend to be strict organizations. When social strength and
sfrictness are combined they reinforce each other. Ultimately, when a strong organization loses
its sfrictaess it will also lose its strength. Therefore, growing churches that do not maintain
sfrictness will degenerate over time. "Strictness tends to deteriorate into leniency, which results
in social weakness in place of strength" (Kelley 1986:96). This yields numerical decline.
Redemption and lift and the inability to pass on the dynamic charisma of the faith to the next
generation are the primary reasons for decay. Once a denomination begins to decay, short of a
miracle, interventions will not stop the process. Usually the process corrects itself because new
churches that are socially strong and strict split off from the one that has become weak.
Donald Mathews described early American Methodism in terms of Tumer's ritual
process model. "The liminal event was supposed to create a liminal people. The word that
Methodists used for this process was 'holiness.' The Methodists' goal was to preach 'holiness
throughout the land,' and holiness was an order of life either in opposition to or altemative to
worldly values" (1993:17-30). For the Methodists, their community was a stabilizing force in the
midst of anti-stmcture.
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If Kelley is correct, his theory is an alternative explanation as to why early American
Methodism grew. However, Kelley's theory is problematic when applied to early American
Methodism for several reasons. First, for the reasons that were stated in the summary of
findings, Kelley's theory will be flawed if applied to all the regions at the same fime. To use his
theory properly, each region of early American Methodism would have to be examined
separately. Second, early American Methodism did not grow well in some places. According to
Kelley, sfi-ong organizations can grow in any context. "A really vigorous religious movement is
not hindered by an inhospitable cultural climate-it makes its own plausibility-structure"
(1986:93). Granted, early American Methodism could have grown in places where it did not
grow if it made its own "plausibilty-structure." Ifmaking a plausibility-structure is a quality of a
strong organization, then at times and places, early American Methodism was not strong. Third,
how would Kelley's theory explain the regional and fluctuating periods ofmembership decline in
early American Methodism? Do strong organizations cease to be strong for a period and then
become strong again? After ten years of decline, southem Methodism had an explosion of
growth starting in 1800.
One could use Kelley's theory to argue that the southem decline happened because
southem Methodism ceased to be socially strong and strict. In fact, this is tme to an extent.
Widespread conflict, schism, and general membership loss in the 1 790s give evidence to this.
However, one could just as easily argue that the organization became weak because it could not
surmount negative contextual factors that drained the vitality out of the institutional church.
That is, negative contextual and institutional factors combined to check the church's growth and
contributed to the intemal stress that weakened the organization.^ It becomes a question of
^ Because the Baptists in Virginia declined at the same time as the Methodists, it appears
that the context was more to blame than the organization. The Baptists did not report intemal
conflict, and they were socially strong and strict. See Semple's Historv of the Rise and Progress
of the Baptists in Virginia H 894 [1810]).
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primary causation. Since Kelley's theory makes no provision for negative contextual factors, he
cannot address this important issue.
From the perspective of this research, Kelley's theory is useful when applied in a narrow
way, but it does not explain the reality of regional growth and decline in early American
Methodism as well as the Hartford typology.*
The Sect-to-Church Theorv
Many authors have used the sect-to-church typology in part or in whole to describe the
life cycle dynamics of American Methodism.' When used as an interpretive model, it explains
why early American Methodism grew so rapidly in its youth and why it stumbled in later years.
When used in this manner, it is assumed that "sect" qualities made early American Methodism
grow. The loss of those qualities signaled accommodation to the culture and eventual numerical
decline.
* lannaccone has suggested an updated version ofKelley's theory. He said that successfiil
churches were strict churches whose traditional religion preserved high tension with their
environments and demanded the sort of single-minded sacrifices firom their members that
discouraged participation in other groups and militated against free riders (Demerath 1995:459).
Typically, liberals are less committed to the institution of the church because liberal churches do
not provide uhimate meaning. The church is one ofmany good organizations that compete for
their time and presence. On the other hand, conservative churches do not compete whh the
Peace Corps, environmentalists, the ACLU, or peace activists. They sell salvation and focus on a
narrow spectrum of uhimate meaning. This limits their competition to other evangelical
churches. Thus, they can attract a more dedicated following and make higher demands on their
members.
' H. Richard Niebuhr wrote The Social Sources ofDenominationalism ( 1 929). Robert
Coleman wrote 'Tactors in the Expansion of the Methodist Episcopal Church from 1784 to
1812" (1945). James W. May wrote "From Revival Movement to Denomination: A
Re-examination ofthe Beginnings of American Methodism" (1978). James D. Lynn wrote "The
Concept ofthe Minishy in the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1784-1844" (1973). Umbel wrote
"The Making of an American Denomination: Methodism in New England Culture, 1790-1860"
(1991). Also, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark have written extensively on the subject. The
Churching of America 1776-1990 (1992) is widely read. Others also have written on this
subject. Recently, theories related to secularization have been very popular and have supplanted
the sect-to-church theory in many quarters. A fierce debate has raged between the theorists.
Sharon Hanson has outlined the debate and the facts related to h in "The Secularisation Thesis:
Talking at Cross Purposes" (1997).
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The Sect-to-Church Theory According to Niebuhr
In the book The Social Sources ofDenominations ( 1 929), Niebuhr showed that there is
an intimate connection between sects and churches. Sects become churches and churches give
birth to sects as they go through their life cycles. This accounts for the sociological distinction
between the two. It also explains why the religious landscape is dotted with so many different
religious organizations. In the following paragraph, Niebuhr described the sociological
difference between a sect and a church.
The difference has been well described as lying primarily in the fact that members are
bom into the church while they must join the sect. Churches are inclusive institutions,
frequently are national in scope, and emphasize the universalism of the gospel; while
sects are exclusive in character, appeal to the individualistic element in Christianity, and
emphasize its ethical demands. Membership in a church is socially obligatory, the
necessary consequence of birth into a family or nation, and no special requirements
condition its privileges; the sect, on the other hand, is likely to demand some defmite
type of religious experience as a prerequisite ofmembership. (1929:17-18)
Churches attach high importance to official status. They rightly administer the
sacraments, have an educated and ordained clergy who are set apart for "sacerdotal" ministry,
and they interpret the scriptures for their members. Emphasis is on participation and training.
The church is closely allied with national, economic, and cultural interests. By its nature, it
accommodates its ethics to the ethics of civilization. "It represents the morality ofthe
respectable majority, not ofthe heroic minority" (1929:18). Leadership is institutional, not
charismatic.
On the other hand, sects attach primary importance to the religious experience of their
members as prerequisites to membership, the priesthood of all believers, and to the sacraments as
symbols of fellowship and pledges of allegiance. Typically, they reject the official clergy and
rely upon lay preachers who are indigenous to the people. The lay preachers share the same
experience in faith and in life. A personal religious experience that is attached to a truth
interpretation of scripture is more important than the educated teaching of a professional clergy.
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Leadership is charismatic. The members are a minority group in society and are counter-cultural.
Usually, they are from the disaffected, poorer classes. Many times, sects function as a protest
movement against the establishment and the established churches (1929: 1 8-19).
The sociological character of sectarianism, however, is almost always modified in the
course of time by the natural processes of birth and death, and on this change in
structure, changes in doctrine and ethics inevitably follow. By its very nature the
sectarian type of organization is valid only for one generation Rarely does a second
generation hold the convictions it has inherited with a fervor equal to that of its fathers,
who fashioned these convictions in the heat of conflict and at the risk ofmartyrdom. As
generation succeeds generation, the isolation ofthe community from the world becomes
more difficuh. Furthermore, wealth frequently increases when the sect subjects itself to
the discipline of asceticism in work and expenditure; with the increase ofwealth the
possibilities for culture also become more numerous and involvement in the economic
life ofthe nation as a whole can less easily be limited. (1929:19-20).
The training ofthe children in the faith requires an emphasis on a dogmatic and less
charismatic presentation of the truth. Creeds are substituted for personal experience. A class of
educated, professional clergy separate themselves from the membership. The emergence ofthe
denomination is not bad. It is a necessary phase. However, the failure of the institution to
maintain the vision and the loyalty of the entire membership becomes apparent when new sects
rise up from its midst (1929:21). New church bodies almost always begin as sects. If they attract
members and survive, they will be transformed into churches over time.
Niebuhr used early American Methodism as an example of this typology.^ He was
especially athacted to the frontier manifestation of it (1929: 170-178). Ironically, Niebuhr
credited early American Methodism's success to its ability to adapt itself to its cultural and
geographic environments. Adaptation to cultural norms is not a typical quality associated with
sects. According to him, early American Methodism almost died during the Revolutionary War
^
According to Umbel, "American Methodism travelled (sic) from sect to church. And yet
these categories do not adequately describe Methodism's uniqueness. Historians look at
movements and structures. We must also look at the process from one to the other. I argue here
that Methodism inhially possessed both the spirit of a popular religious movement [a sect] and
the structure of a fully organized religious institution [a church]. Indeed, hs early success lay in
hs rapid organization of new converts into societies, its stream of leadership to target locations,
and h system of denominational order" (1991 :xii).
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because of its association with Anglicanism. After the war, Asbury was able to redefine the
MEC and configure its organization to the missionary task at hand and to the context ofthe
American scene. The "Americanizing" ofMethodism was necessary for its survival.
With its fervent piety, its lay preaching, its early sectarian polity, it accorded well with
the spirit ofthe West, while the itinerancy and the circuit system were admirable devices
for the evangelization of the frontier. While it is true that the centralizafion of control in
the Wesleyan church ran counter to the provincial and individualistic temper of isolated
pioneer communities, yet this form of organization gave Methodism direction and
concentration of energy which the loose polity ofthe Bapfist movement lacked. This
centralization of control was a corollary of the itinerancy; in combination they
constituted a missionary strategy which conquered the West. (1929:171)
According to Niebuhr, in an attempt to lessen the tension between the organization and
the culture, Methodism sought to cloak its organization in republican forms or to describe it in
terms of American govemment from an antifederalist perspective. For sociological reasons.
Federalists were not very atfracted to Methodism or its message. However, antifederalists were.
For that reason, it was in the best interest of the MEC to idenfify with that group (1929:175). For
example, Asbury was not a monarch like Wesley. He was voted into office and was amenable to
the preachers via the conference. The MEC was a consfitutional organization. For the sake of
organizational effectiveness, Asbury appointed the preachers. They did not have a right to
appeal. Also, the MEC did not allow the election of presiding elders or lay representation in
conference. However, the negative effect of these organizational necessities was mitigated
because the preachers were not so distinguished from the people as to become a separate class.
As such, they were not in violation of the democratic spirit.' Schisms and intemal conflict
furthered the process of cultural adaptation and accommodation. "Despite the fact that Asbury
often expressed an autocratic spirit, he nevertheless accommodated the character ofthe church to
the new environment and so enabled it to become the representative frontier denomination"
^ "One must not underestimate the growing tension during the nineteenth century,
however, between tradition and progress, centralized power and local initiative. Early New
England Methodist circuit riders could be as authoritarian as John Wesley himself But their
Arminian theology, winsome personalities, and care for new believers in the Methodist societies
illusfrated the equality and openness of the movement" (Umbel 1991 :xiii).
(1929: 1 73). Accommodated means that he adapted the organization to its context. By defmition,
that is a quality of an effective organization. "With these modifications of its character as a sect
ofthe poor and a child of an aristocratic church, Methodism was able to enter upon an
unprecedented career of frontier conquest" (1929:175).
As a result of its accommodations to the spirit ofthe West, its missionary zeal, and its
effective organization, it had an almost total victory over the older established churches. Early
American Methodism became America's church to the extent that it embodied its values and gave
meaning to them. In the early 1 800s, while Methodism was growing at a meteoric rate,
Federalism was a spent force (1929: 177). Those churches that were associated with it, most of
the mainline churches of the day, shared its fate.'�
According to Niebuhr's description, early American Methodism had a missionary
character in that it was contextualized to the spirh of the West and was driven by an evangelistic
zeal. It also had an effective organization that was suited to the demography of the West and its
missionary task. Additionally, h evidenced sect-like qualities. By means of its sect-like qualities
h appealed to the people of the West, notwithstanding the fact that tension existed between the
organizational structure and the people to whom it appealed. The church's missionary character
and its effective organization united with the church's sect-like qualities to make it numerically
successfiil in the West. The sect-like qualities of the MEC attracted the people of the West
because those qualities resonated with their lives. The inhabitants were poor, socially isolated.
"Ifwe compare the 'market share' ofmajor bodies in 1 776 and 1 850, we see that the
Congregationalists, Episcopalians, and Presbyterians dominated-although their overall market
penettatton was very poor. Then, in just seventy-four years, the combined market total of these
three bodies shrank to only 19.1 percent of religious adherents, even though the proportion
belonging to churches had doubled, to 34 percent. For Congregationalism, the shift approached
total collapse. The major denomination in 1776, h can only be described as a minor body less
than eight decades later-falling from more than 20 percent of the total adherents to but 4 percent"
(Finke and Stark 1992:54-55).
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largely uneducated, and republican in their orientation. Early American Methodism was at home
in that context."
By contrast, Methodism entered New England as a sect. In time, it carved out a small
niche with some disaffected people who were attracted to its sect-like qualities and its
counter-cultural message. Slow but steady growth ensued. The greatest growth happened in the
New England frontier where the population density was low. In the 1790s, the MEC appealed to
the people who moved to that region more than it did to the people in southem New England.
It must be assumed that some of the emigrants to the New England frontier were
counter-cultural people in their orientation. They left Massachusetts and Connecticut for a
reason. For many years, the people in Maine battled to be separated from the state of
Massachusetts. By its own resolve, Vermont entered the union in 1791 without the establishment
of religion. However, the MEC did not grow rapidly in southem New England, in terms of
percent population, until the 1 800s, when it modified some of its sect-like qualities so that it
appealed to more people. In other words, the MEC had to incamate itself into the culture of
southem New England before it was able to be numerically effective in that area.
In the 1800s, the MEC in New England maintained a focus on a target population of
people who wanted change, and it accommodated itself to their spirit in the same way that
frontier Methodism accommodated itself to the spirit of the West. However, to be more
appealing to the target population, the MEC modified some of its sect-like qualities because they
reduced its potential membership pool and put unnecessary boundaries on its potential for
growth. In the West, the sect-like qualities of the MEC made it popular with the general
' '
In essence, Kelley's theory argued that sect-like qualities (a socially strong and strict
church) are independent factors that cause growth. In faimess to Kelley's theory, "sects" have a
missionary zeal and they are indigenous to a targeted population. Usually they attract the poor or
marginalized people in a society. They are also counter-cultural. Some could argue that the
frontier was populated by counter-cultural people who, in time, became the dominant culture (cf
Tumer's Frontier theory). For that reason it was advantageous to be sect-like in that context
during frontier days.
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population and increased its potential for growth because those qualities helped the MEC to
incamate itself in that area.
The sect-like qualities of a religious organization will attract counter-cultural people with
whom those qualities resonate. By means of them, early American Methodism was able to get a
foothold in every region ofthe country because there were people in every region who were
attracted to its sect-like qualities. The social upheaval and national transition that was taking
place during this time made the sect-like qualities of early American Methodism very appealing
to a large portion ofthe population. As long as there was a growing population of people that
was attracted to the sect-like qualities of the MEC in a given area, the sect-like qualities ofthe
church helped it to grow.
Conclusion
Sect-like qualities are institutional factors that cause growth to the extent that they mesh
with positive contextual factors. The missionary zeal and strong organizational dynamics that
are embedded in a church with sect-like qualities are positive institutional factors that favor
growth in every context. However, without the benefit of an effective organization, a church
with sect-like qualities will limit its growth potential. Additionally, if a church with sect-like
qualities has an effective organization so that it is very successful in reaching the general
population, at some point, it will cease to be a sect.
It has been argued that early American Methodism and other sect-like churches of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were so successful in reaching the people that they
actually were a primary force in changing the value system that undergirded America at that
time. This is the argument ofNathan Hatch and his students (see discussion in Chapter 2).
During the period of Methodism's fastest growth, America went through a profound
"Christianization." Hatch called this the "democratization of American Christianity" (1989).
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Democracy does not refer to antifederalistic ideology. Rather, it is the incamation ofthe church
into popular culture. When evangelical Christianity was diffused through the general population,
it ceased to be the exclusive concem of a clerical elite or an elect oligarchy. Rather, it became a
subject of vital interest to the masses (Cowan 1991 :3). A church that is diffused through the
general population and incamated into the culture is not a sect.
During the time of its greatest growth, the MEC had a missionary character and an
effective organization, and it was socially strong; but, by defmition, it was not a sect. When
American Methodism began its gradual decline after 1850, the MEC and MEC South stopped
being socially strong churches and they lost their missionary character. Since Methodism lost its
missionary character, it also confused the reasons for its existence. An effective organization
serves the self-defined purposes of the organization. When the MECs compromised the priorities
of evangelism, conversion, and discipleship, their organizations changed so that they no longer
promoted those causes to the same extent as they did before. This led to numerical decline and
was the process by which the MECs became socially weak and ineffective organizations.
According to Finke and Stark, the MECs stopped growing after the 1850s because they
stopped acting like "upstart sects" (1992)." They were very critical of the professionalization of
the clergy in this process and used it as an indicator of the change." Their documentation
Finke and Stark stated, "When successfiil sects are transformed into churches, that is,
when their tension with the surrounding culture is greatly reduced, they soon cease to grow and
eventually begin to decline" (1992:148). Then they wrote, "As the Methodists changed from a
lower class sect into a middle-class church ... the clear barriers between Methodists and the
outside world began to fall" (1992: 161). They compromised their worship, became very lax
about enforcing mles, and were dominated by educated clergy. "Thus we see the Methodists as
they were transformed from sect to church. Their clergy were increasingly willing to condone
the pleasures of this world and to deemphasize sin, hellfire, and damnation; this lenience struck
highly responsive chords in an increasingly affluent, infiuential, and privileged membership.
This is, of course, the fundamental dynamic by which sects are transformed into churches,
thereby losing the vigor and high octane faith that caused them to succeed in the first place"
(1992:163).
"By the tum of the century [ 1 900] they had been passed by the Baptists, and in
contemporary discussions ofwhy conservative churches grow as liberals decline, the Methodists
are classified with the latter. We think it instmctive that Methodists began to slump at precisely
showed that a strong correlation existed between the institutionalization ofthe MECs and their
numerical declines. They employed the sect-to-church theory to describe this process and
concluded that becoming a church was the cause for Methodism's numerical decline. The theory
as they used it unnecessarily blurred their point because their discussion focused on the extremes
ofthe sect-to-church continuum. By their defmition of sect, the MEC stopped being one as soon
as it became socially acceptable and the dominant church in America." This happened before
1 820 because the MEC was the largest church in America by that time. Indeed, for many
decades, Methodism had rapid growth with the general population because it was not a sect.
Ifa church has to be like a sect to grow, the hypotheses as described in the summary of
findings are incorrect. Additionally, a large portion of the church growth literature is misleading
on this point. Furthermore, as Kelley stated, modem denominations are doomed to die. Once a
sect becomes a church, there is no going back (1986:174-175).
Instead of focusing on sects and churches, it would be more productive to focus on the
in-between state when a church is not a sect and before it becomes socially weak. During this
phase, it has maximum potential for numerical growth. No one has used the sect-to-church
theory from this perspective. What are the characteristics of a church in the intermediate phase?
How can a church stay in this phase? A church that is in this phase is socially sfrong, but it is not
sfrict. Kelley stated that it is the social strength of a church that makes it grow. Strictness is a
the same time that their amateur clergy were replaced by professionals who claimed episcopal
authority over their congregations. As this took place, the Methodists also launched massive
efforts to compensate for their lack of an educated clergy. In an amazing short time the
Methodists had produced a clergy as leamed as any New England Congregationalists'"
(1989:42).
According to them, sects and churches represent two extremes on a sociological
confinuum. The continuum represents the degree of tension between the religious organizations
and their socio-cultural environments. "To the degree that a religious body sustains beliefs and
practices at variance with the surrounding environment, tension will exist between its members
and outsiders. . . . When a religious body has no beliefs or practices setting it apart from its
environment, no tension will exist. Churches are religious bodies in a relatively low state of
tension with their environments. Sects are religious bodies in a relatively high state of tension
with their environments" (1992:40-41).
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corollary to that. Kelley linked social strength and strictness together because the socially strong
churches that he studied were strict. Strictness relates to sect qualities.
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Chapter 9
Concluding Thoughts
There are many significant implications that are derived from or related to this research
project.
First, this research project has argued that early American Methodism had a missionary
character and an effective organization that was socially sfrong. Without losing its essence,
early American Methodism was contextualized into the various regions in which it existed. Its
organization gave vision to its primary task and mobilized the church to fulfill its mission.
It also has been suggested that these institutional factors (missionary character, effective
organization, and social sfrength), as defined by this dissertation, are interdependent variables
that foster numerical growth. These factors are affected by negative contextual factors but are
not neufralized by them because they require the church to adapt to its context. Specifically,
contextualization and adaptation are key components ofmissionary character and effective
organization. Likewise, a socially sfrong church is purpose-driven and motivated by a shared
vision that grips the membership and focuses it on a common task. A church cannot have a
missionary character, as defined by this study, without being socially sfrong. This is the central
insight of this dissertation and it is offered as a general theorem.
Second, this research project has demonsfrated the usefiilness ofthe Hartford typology
(contextual-institutonal factors, nafional-local factors). Chapter 7 offered the following
principle related to the typology: Positive contexfiial factors combined with positive institutional
factors will produce numerical growth. Positive contextual factors combined with negative
instifiitional factors or negative contextual factors combined with positive institutional factors
may produce anemic growth or decline. Negative contextual factors combined with negafive
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institutional factors will produce numerical decline. This principle is related to the mechanical
analogy.
The principle is also related to the proposed theorem. A church may not be able to
change its context. By definition, the church has little control over contextual factors.
However, a church can circumvent most negative contextual factors by adapting to the context.
The ability to tum negative contextual factors into growth opportunities is a characteristic of
churches wdth a missionary character and an effective organization that are socially strong. As
such, churches should seek to identify negative contextual factors so they can develop strategies
to circumvent them. Churches should never surrender to the context. In America, the worst
context exists when the general population is rapidly declining and no new people are moving
into the community or region. Even still, there are still unchurched people with varying degrees
of receptivity in every area.
Third, Chapter 4 highlighted the debate between professional social scientists who
believe that contextual factors are more determinative to growth than institutional factors, and
conservative Protestant church professionals who prioritize institutional factors. Ultimately,
contextual factors will cause numerical decline to the extent that a church organization cannot
adapt to the context and develop effective strategies to capitalize on opportunities for growth.
Consequently, context is critical, but the church's response to context is more critical. As such,
this research sides with the conservative Protestant church professionals in the debate. The
Church Growth discipline is very pragmatic. It prioritizes institutional factors so it can achieve
its goal of disciple-making. However, this research is not suggesting that contextual factors are
less determinative to church growth or decline than institutional factors.
Fourth, this research has demonstrated the importance of regional factors. It is
recommended that the category of "regional factors" be added to the Hartford typology.
382
Fifth, according to Hadaway and Roozen, in early America, large numbers of
unchurched people held traditional rehgious beliefs. However, because ofmassive emigration,
large percentages lived in places where there were no churches (1995:92). hi that environment,
it was relatively easy for an aggressive church with a missionary character and an effective
organization to grow rapidly. The MEC capitalized on the opportunities that emigration
brought, and grew rapidly because of it.' Through the 1850s, the MECs planted churches in
every new community and aggressively sought to make converts of emigrants. However, after
the country was covered with churches, American Methodism settled down and acted like an
established church. Remarkably, it stopped planting new churches.'
After America was settled, there was a period in which families were fairly stable. It
was not uncommon for three and four generations to be bom and raised in the same community.
This maintained sttong filial bonds within communities. It also provided continuity for the
churches that served those people. Since the population in small-town America was fairly
constant, churches could focus on ministering to the flock. Churches grew through biological
growth and itinerants became chaplains who ministered to their flock.
In the previous period, the Methodist circuit rider was an itinerant evangelist who
planted new churches.' Chapters 2, 5, and 6 have shown that the local preachers were the real
pastors.
In this era the actual pastoral fimctions were performed in most Methodist churches by
unpaid, local "amateurs" just like those serving in the Baptist congregations up the road.
' See the discussion under "Emigration and the MEC" in Chapter 6.
^
George Hunter, in his book To Spread the Power: Church Growth in the Weslevan
Spirit, capttired the essence of this phenomenon. He stated, "There is, however, something
ttagically seductive about a denominafion reaching a stage of this continuing outteach where the
pins on a map show an established church in virtually every town in a state or society; the
denominafion begins to think of outteach as Tmished' and settles in for the nurttire and care of
Chrisfians. These churches then experience net membership decline unfil they rediscover their
perennial apostolic mission" (1987:18).
^ See the discussion under "A BriefDescripfion of the Circuh and the Methods of fts
Expansion" in Chapter 5.
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A professional clergy had not yet centralized control ofthe Methodist organization.
True, the circuit riders were full-time professionals vested with substantial authority.
But they only visited a congregation from time to time and played a mmor role of
visiting bishop and evangelist more than the role ofpastor, h is only when the circuit
riders dismounted and accepted "settled" pastorates that the "episcopal" sttncttire of
Methodism came to the fore, hideed, it may well be that to the extent that the
Methodists were able to be create a national organization based on circuit riders, they
had the best ofboth worlds�cenfralized direction and local confrol. (Finke and Stark
1992:73)."
After the countty was settled, the itinerant preachers displaced the local preachers and
took confrol ofthe local churches. To make matters worse, no one assumed the evangelistic job
ofthe circuit rider. This is a significant factor that helps to explain why Methodist membership
declined in terms ofpercent populafion during the late nineteenth century.
Today, many UMCs are maintained by an aging membership. The children and
grandchildren have moved away and only come back for visits. Biological growth will not
maintain the aging churches. The members remember the old days and lament that their
churches are dying, but they are imwilling to pay the price necessary to revive them, ft is better
to die than to change.
When Methodism was yoimg, emigration was a contextual factor that combined with the
church's missionary character and effective organization to make the church grow rapidly.
Finke and Stark were incorrect in their assessment to the extent that they made national
generalizations. From the 1780s on, the MEC had stationed preachers in some established
circuits. The practice became very common in New England. The circuit system lasted the
longest in the West. However, the dynamic that Finke and Stark represented is very significant.
According to Coleman, "the itinerancy in combination with the Conference system ofAmerica
was ideally adapted to expansion imder the conditions existing in early America, especially in
organizing and binding together widely scattered individuals into a single and coherent body.
However, the fact that the itinerants were unable to give close pastoral care and supervision to
individual members of the Methodist societies is a limitation of the system which might well
have been its downfall had there not been a compensating force sufficient to counteract this
apparent weakness. The compensating force was the closely knit organization of local church
fellowship. ... It was indispensable for the local association of converts to assume the
responsibhity of pastoral oversight and management of their affairs. . . . The local preacher
often took the place of the circuit rider in preaching to the people. He also usually conducted
the prayer meeting, assisted in the instmcfion ofnew converts, and called in the homes and
prayed with the sick. When death came to a member ofthe church family, usually the local
preacher was asked to conduct the fimeral service" (1954:252-253).
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Today, emigration does not have to be a curse. It can be a blessing to a church that wants to
grow. To make that happen, conferences and districts need to prioritize church extension. They
should do this in partnership with local churches. The strategic planting ofnew churches in
areas ofpopulation growth or population change is crucial. New people are attracted to new
churches. Additionally, new congregations want to grow and they do not have to overcome the
inertia of transition. Second, old churches can attract new crowds by starting specialized
services that target specific populations. For example, older member churches can revitalize
themselves by starting a contemporary service that targets the new families who have moved
into their aging commimities. Or, a local church can sponsor a special-needs ministry to a
targeted group. Most importantly, the UMC needs to design and deploy a functional equivalent
for the circuit rider. Modem pastors are not circuit-riding evangelists or church planters.
Emigration is a blessing and a curse. To churches who will not reach out and
evangelize, it signals their death. On the other hand, to churches with a missionary character,
emigration provides them with a ripe mission field. The new people who are constantly moving
into communities are very similar to the people who moved to the firontier. They will join a
church that reaches out to them and appeals to them in a meaningful way.
Sixth, Chapters 5 and 6 detailed the massive immigration in early America through
1800. After 1800, immigration rapidly increased. Methodism's failure to evangelize and
disciple non-English speaking immigrants was a major factor in its inability to grow its
membership in terms ofpercent population after the 1850s. The Roman Catholic Church in
America grew and continues to grow because it actively evangelizes immigrant populations.
Because of this emphasis, it passed Methodism as the largest church in America before the end
of the nineteenth century (Finke and Stark 1992:109-144). The lesson is obvious. A
denomination that wants to grow in terms ofpercent population must prioritize ministry to
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immigrants. Additionally, a church with a missionary character will welcome the church growth
opportunities that ministry with immigrants brings.
Li America today, Hispanics are the fastest growing immigrant population. According
to an Associated Press report.
The most recent Census Bureau estimates show that the Hispanic population increased
46.7 percent, to 32.8 million, between the 1990 census and November 2000
Projections show that by next year Hispanics are expected to pass black, non-Hispanics
as the country's largest minority group-34.7 to 34.3 million. (The Bradenton Herald Feb
11,2001)
The 1990 census projected that the Hispanic population in America would be 28,761,893 in
2000.* The actual population increase doubled that expectation!*
Most Hispanics are disconnected from church structures. Nominally, they are Roman
Catholics, but in practice the overwhelming majority are unchurched. Since most are recent
immigrants, they are very receptive to the gospel and the ministry efforts ofthe church. This
receptivity will not last long. As this immigrant population grows and becomes more stable, it
will develop social pattems that limit the effectiveness of evangelistic efforts. To have a
meaningfiil ministry with immigrant Hispanics, churches need to establish thatministry now!
For these reasons, Hispanic ministry should be the top ministry priority of evangelical churches
in America.
^ See chart and accompanying discussion in Oscar I. Romo's American Mosaic: Church
Planting in Ethnic America (1993:43).
* The 2000 Census made the following observations about the Hispanic populafion in
America. One, it is younger than the non-Hispanic, white population. The median age is 26.7.
Two, the education attainment ofHispanics is well below that of the general population. Only
53 percent of adults have a high school education. Three, Hispanics eam less than the general
population. As such, a higher percentage of them (30%) lives below the poverty level. Almost
40 percent ofHispanic children live in poverty. That compares with 13 percent for the general
population. Four, ofthe five primary Hispanic populafion groups in America, Mexicans are the
most numerous. They equal 64.3 percent
(www.census.gov/population/www/pop-profile/hipppop.html).
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Finally, the contextual reality ofmodem America is very similar to the contextual
reality of early America during the 1790s. Hadaway and Roozen offered a good analysis ofthe
religious situation in modem America. They said.
The erosion ofthe cultural center and the disestablishment ofmainstream Protestantism
provide the keys to understand "where we are" from a religious perspective. The
decreasing power ofthe mainstream is only a reflection of a general breakdown ofthe
"dominant culture" that was supported and defmed by white Protestant Americans. The
primary losers m this process were the mainstream denominations which collectively
constitute "established" religion for American society. These institutions have much
less influence, and the culture has become much more fragmented and secular, no longer
serving as a general plausibility stmcture for a rehgious people. (1995:35)
Finke and Stark have documented the disestablishment of early America and the rise of
the upstart sects. Hatch and others have shown how the new evangelical churches radically
reoriented the American religious landscape. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, the dominant churches ofAmerica passed into the shadows as the Methodists and
Baptists made their move to center-stage. As the contextual reality of early America changed,
the established churches were not able to adapt to the new reality or to compete in the open
economy of the emerging religious market-place. The new reality favored the evangelical
theology, effective organization, and aggressive evangelization of the new churches. A similar
reality is happening today as United Methodism and othermainline churches decline.
Pentecostal, nondenominational, and evangelical churches of every sort are attempting to do the
same thing that Methodism did 200 years ago. In so doing, they are redrawing the map of
religious America. However, there is a new challenge. World religions and sects of every sort
are also competing for American adherents. At this point, no single religious organization is
dominating the American scene to the extent that early American Methodism did in the first-half
of the nineteenth century.
Besides disestablishment. Chapters 5 and 6 demonsttated that social uneasiness was a
major contextual issue in early America. In particular, the 1790s were a time of ttemendous
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social upheaval. The rise of republicanism, the decline of federalism, the ascent of rationalistic
denommations, the prevalence of deism, spirited national debates, rapid immigration, mass
emigration to the frontiers, new technologies, the emergence of a middle class, and economic
prosperity all give evidence to this truth. During that decade, church adherence declined in
every section of America. Methodism was able to post growth in the mid-Atlantic area and New
England, hi those places, Methodist growth was not enough to overcome the large numerical
deficits in the South and frontier.
Following the 1790s, America went through a period ofprofound "Christianization."
Like a snake that sheds its old skin so it can grow new skin, America embraced evangelical
Christianity in the early 1800s. During this time, American Methodism experienced sustained
numerical growth in every region.
In the 1990s to the present, America has come through a season ofpolitical turmoil in
which the nation is deeply divided along sectional and social lines. "Culture wars" are raging.
The forces of secularism are making a frontal attack on the values of evangelical Christianity.
Massive immigration from Latin America and Asia is reshaping the American mosaic and
causing the cultural center to shift. Emigration is constant. Large sections of the population are
relocating from the rust-belt to the sun-belt. Other groups move on a regular basis as they
fransfer between jobs. New technologies in farming, medicine, commimications, computers,
and the space industry have had a fimdamental impact on America and the world. The
economic boom of the 1990s, low imemployment, and the explosion ofthe stock market
signaled prosperity for many sections of the economy. There is a large class ofwealthy people.
The United Methodist Church (UMC) is growing in the Southeast to Texas. However, it is
posting large losses in the other regions ofAmerica. The numerical gains in the South are not
large enough to offset the declines in the North and West.
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On the basis ofthe parallel with the 1790s, is it possible that America is on the verge of
a general revival like the Second Great Awakening? One cannot give a definitive answer to this,
but the question and parallel are worth noting. The following section will offer more insight on
this question.
Areas for Further Study
Many theones of conversion and church growth have been offered as explanations for
the substantial Christian penetration of a group or culture. Each theory examines the
phenomenon ofmass conversion and the spread ofChristianity from a unique perspective. Each
was developed and articulated within a specific context. Each has its own assumptions. In their
primary settings, each answered the questions for which it was developed. When these theories
are applied to early American Methodism, all of them "fit" to some extent and make a
confiibution. However, the growth dynamics of early American Methodism are too complicated
to be conclussively interpreted by any single theory to include the ones used in this research.
For this reason, it is helpfiil to examine the data related to the growth of early American
Methodism from the perspecfive of a cluster of theories. The following theories are offered as
starting points for fiiture study.
This dissertation has used a modified theoretical framework that is based on Church
Growth theory (see Chapter 4). It has spiritual assumptions but has delimited spiritual factors.
However, the primary data and church growth theory do not delimit spiritual factors. Revival
theory is an example. It assumes that God is working through the agency of his Holy Spirit to
awaken people and cause church growth. Furthermore, it believes that the church and its leaders
are tools through which God accomplishes the work of evangelism. However, God is the
primary force. In time, the MEC leamed how to cooperate with God in a more intentional way
as God worked through the MEC to accomplish his revivalistic goals. Through this synergism.
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the MEC honed revival techniques and the institution of revivalism as tools for evangelism and
church growth.
Chapter 6 showed the relationship between the incidence of "revivals" and the growth
and decline of southem Methodism. It also showed that there was a predictable pattem to
growth and decline based on the sequence of revivals.''
hi 1909, James Bums published Revivals. Theh Laws and Leaders. When one filters
the Methodist revival through Bums' mahix, there are striking parallels. The following is a
summary ofBums' theory, h is assumed that the reader is familiar enough with the data to see
the parallels.
According to Bums, the following pattem govems revivals. (1) They come when
preparations have been made by the people. The extensive use of spiritual disciplines is an
example of how people prepare the way. (2) They come when the times are ripe. This refers to
factors like fransition, uneasiness, hopelessness with the present situation, discontentment,
cormption, backsliding, and a coldness in the Church. (3) This leads to a growing awareness or
expectation that something better is coming. People begin to hunger for deliverance or for
something to make their lives more bearable. (4) When conditions are right, a messenger
appears who speaks God's words with a special charisma or anointing. This leader sums up in
him or herself the longings ofthe times and interprets to the people their inmost needs. He or
she has recognition and authority. The leader is the interpreter, not the creator ofthe movement.
' A revival would energized a group ofpeople in an area and spread "the heavenly flame"
so that large numbers ofpeople were awakened and converted. As the people were touched by
God, many would commit themselves to early American Methodism. After the revival subsided,
some of these new converts would fall away. In an effort to assimilate and disciple the converts,
the emphasis on evangelism would wane for a season. As such, within a few years ofthe
original revival, the local society would experience a membership decline. The decline
continued until a new revival reversed the ttend. Based on this pattem, one could argue that the
great decline ofthe 1790s happened because there were no new revivals during those years.
Also, one could argue that the Second Great Awakening re-energized American Methodism and
was the real reason for its phenomenal growth m the late 1790s and early 1800s.
390
God is the force and creator of revival. (5) Usually, the movement starts on the outside ofthe
organized church. Typically, the poor and marginalized are the first who respond to the move of
God's Spirit. (6) As the revival spreads, it awakens within people spiritual vitality and new life.
It does this by creating within people an overwhelming conviction of sin. This leads to
confession and justification. Then comes the awareness of forgiveness and new life. From this
new experience proceeds a sense of euphoria. (7) This joy becomes even more contagious and
carries the revival. Love and right living characterize the people who have been fiansformed.
Even after the revival diminishes, the transformed lives of touched individuals continue to
witless to fts power. (8) In time, the revival enters the church and begins to transform it. At
other times, the revival produces a new church. Usually, the organized church is resistant to
revival because revival threatens the status quo. (9) In time, the revival is institutionalized and
loses its dynamic power. Bums says that it is rare for a revival to last more than twenty years.
However, some can last upwards to forty years if the conditions are right and if the people do
not destroy them in their attempts to institutionalize them. (10) Finally, a movement in one
direction is followed by a movement in an opposite one. Thus, a revival that goes to one
exfreme in doctrine or emotion is followed by a counter-movement in the other direction. This
is called the law of recoil.
Anthony F.C. Wallace (1956) articulated an anthropologically informed theory of
revitalization that is very similar to Bums' laws of revival in terms of its series of events. His
theory has been applied to divergent movements to include: cargo cults, mass movements,
religious revivals, reform movements, the Charismatic movement, Afiican Independent
churches, and nativistic movements. According to Wallace, human society seeks to maintain a
homeostasis. Since societies are organically whole, the chronic sfress of its members causes the
entire social system to go out of homeostasis. As this happens, the people seek to reduce
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cultural stress. Individuals in a society maintain a mental image ofthe society and its culture
that guides them in their behavior and expectations so that they act in culturally acceptable ways
to reduce cultural stress. This mental image is called a mazeway.
Whenever an individual who is under chronic, physiologically measurable stress,
receives repeated information which indicates that his mazeway does not lead to action
which reduces the level of stress, he must choose between maintaining his present
mazeway and tolerating the stress, or changing the total Gestalt of his image of self,
society, and culture, of nature and body, and ofways of action. It may also be necessary
to make changes in the "real" system in order to bring mazeway and "reality" into
congruence. The effort to work a change in mazeway and "real" system together so as
to permit more effective stress reduction is the effort at revitalization; and the
collaboration of a number ofpersons in such an effort is called a revitalization
movement. (1956:505)
Wallace says that revitalization movements are a normal phenomenon in human history.
They are a tool for culture change and renewal. Furthermore, he believes that Christianity
originated in a revitalization movement and has been carried forward in history by repeated
revitalization movements. The founding ofnew Christian sects is an example of this. "It can be
argued that all organized religions are relics of old revitalization movements, surviving in
routinized form in stabilized cultures, and that religious phenomena per se originated in the
revitalization process-i.e., in visions of a new way of life by individuals under extreme stress"
(1956:506).
Immediately before revitalization, the society passes through a phase of cultural
distortion. During this period, an assortment ofmazeway altematives is attempted. Cultural
distortion is evidenced by maladaptive behavior, depression, and regressive innovations like
alcoholism, extreme passivity, highly ambivalent dependency relationships, intra-group
violence, disregard of kinship relationships, increased sexual immorality, and irresponsible
behavior by public officials. If the process of cultural deterioration is not reversed, the society
can die.
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Typically, revitalization comes in the form of a religious movement that performs six
major tasks. First, there is a mazeway reformulation. At this point, a guide, prophet, or leader
emerges with a vision or new insight. This person embodies the new vision and is identified
with it. Second, the leader seeks to preach the revelations to people in an evangelistic way. He
becomes a prophet. "As he gathers disciples, these assume much ofthe responsibility for
communicating the 'good word,' and communication remains one ofthe primary activities ofthe
movement during later phases of organization" (1956:508). Third, the new believers are divided
into three categories: the prophet, the disciples, and the followers. Many of those who are
converted display physical manifestations like hysterical seizures.* Others have ecstatic visions.
During this phase, the charismatic leader routinizes his power so that individuals in a stable
social structure can continue the movement. Fourth, the movementwill encounter resistance
and some intemal opposition. This requires adaptation. The adaptation process seeks to
minimize the resistance without compromising the vision. Fifth, "as the whole or a controlling
portion ofthe population comes to accept the new religion with its various injunctions, a social
revitalization occurs. It is signalized by the reduction ofthe personal deterioration symptoms of
individuals, by extensive cultural changes, and by an enthusiastic embarkation on some
organized program of group action" (1956:509). Finally, it becomes established in the culture.
When this happens, even those who do not adopt the innovations related to the new
revitalization will benefit from its influence in society. The revitalization maintains a stabilizing
influence in society. Eventually, a new steady stead will emerge.
Undoubtedly, early American Methodism participated in and gave leadership to a
revitalization movement that changed America following 1800. Before 1800, the MEC laid a
foundation for the Second Great Awakening in New England and in other parts ofthe country.
^ Revivals in early American Methodism were accompanied by physical manifestations
that included the jerks, barking, the holy laugh, and being "slain in the Spirit."
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However, it must be conceded that the revitahzation movement that Christianized early America
was bigger than Methodism. Even so, Methodism was the strongest force in that revitalization
process. English Methodism has been categorized as a revitalization movement. One wonders
ifWallace would also list early American Methodism as one.
It is also possible to describe early American Methodist growth in terms ofmass
movement dynamics. McGavran used the term "people movement" to describe the growth
phenomena ofChristianity in India. It is a sociological term that is very useful and may be a key
to understanding what happened in early American Methodism. The term hinges on how one
defines the word "ethnos."^ Church Growth defmes ethnos as a people group or tribe, not a
polyglot nation-state. Westem nations are composed ofmany people groups. In a people
movement, people come to faith in the context of their environment and their people grouping.
Many people movements consist of a series of small groups ofpeople coming to faith. In tum,
these small groups of converts give each other a supportive environment and bring more of their
fiiends, relatives, and neighbors to faith. They form a social environment in which it is okay to
come to faith in Christ. As such, the movement spreads along webs of inter-related people. '�
Large numbers are achieved in a people movement even though the growth is slow at first. As
time passes, the growth builds upon itself If the people movement is not taken to other people
groups it will eventually die a natural death. For example, in India people come to faith in
Christ in the context of their family and cast. The faith spreads along kinship networks within
the cast. A whole cast may become Chrisfian. However, if the movement is not taken to
another cast, it will eventually cease to grow. McGavran defmes people movement as follows:
A people movement results from the joint decision of a number of individuals all from
the same people group, which enables them to become Chrisfians without social
' Ethnos is the New Testament word that is often franslated nafion. In the Great
Commission, Jesus told the Church to make disciples of all nafions (Matt 28:19).
This is the crux ofMcGavran's monumental discovery and book. The Bridges ofGod
(1955). ft is largely because of this book that he is regarded as the father ofmodem missiology.
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dislocation, while remaining m full contact with their non-Christian relatives, thus
enabling other segments of that people group, across the years, after suitable instruction,
to come to similar decisions and form Christian churches made up exclusively of
members of that people (1990:223).
The concept of "people movement" is one explanation that helps explicate how and why
Methodism expanded so rapidly in America. Growth happened through revivals, but it also
happened in places and during times when there were no revivals. Because Methodism was
indigenous and contextualized, the common people could relate to it and its preachers. Through
its class meetings and camp meetings, people experienced God in the context of family, fiiends,
and a supportive community. There was no social dislocation. People brought people to faith.
As people migrated, they took their new faith with them. Thus, the revival popped up in new
locations and among new people continuously. Also, the MEC consciously planted the church
with other people groups. New England is an example of this.
Other sociological approaches to the same data would undoubtedly lead to still more
useful conclusions. For example, the data could be compared to the collective behavior theories
of Smelser (1963), Tumer and Killian (1987) and others, or to the resource mobilization theory
ofMcCarthy and Zald (1977). The first idea sees religious and other social movements as
attempts to correct shared grievances and arrive at a better state. The second stresses the role of
human and/or material resources in the geneses ofnew movements. Stark (1996:642) has
suggested that a combination of those ideas offers an even more satisfactory understanding of
the evolution of such movements. His scenario suggests that for a social movement to occur: (1)
there must be a desire on the part of some group ofpeople to correct shared grievances through
change (or preventing certain changes); (2) there must be a belief that success is possible, even
likely; (3) there may be a precipitating event that brings the grievance and need of correcting it
into focus; (4) there must be some kind of recmitment mechanism through which individuals are
attracted to the movement (relational networks are a key). For the movement to succeed: (1) it
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must effectively mobilize people and resources; (2) it must be strong enough to resist counter
movements and other barriers; (3) it must fmd allies in outside groups, movements, institutions,
etc.; (4) it will eventually become institutionalized or embodied in a number of separate
organizations.
In conclusion, this dissertation has developed a theoretical framework that interprets the
data related to early American Methodist growth and decline. It highlights the regional
variations ofthe movement and it shows how the church attempted to overcome negative
contextual factors by means of contextualizing itself The "Americanization" theory speaks to
this theme. Based on the data as interpreted by the theoretical framework, it was determined
that early American Methodism's missionary character, effective organization, and its social
strength were interdependent institutional factors that caused church growth. It is true that the
phenomenon of early American Methodism's growth can be studied from the perspective of
other theories, filters, or lenses; however, it is doubtful that any other theoretical framework
would give a more satisfying and complete explanation ofMethodism's regional growth and
decline. For the purposes of this dissertation, the theoretical fi-amework served its purpose very
well.
Addifionally, this study has attempted to articulate a general Church Growth theorem.
This theorem is held up to the Church Growth community and missiologists for their critique.
Hopefully, others will field test it. Addifionally, it could be applied to other historical church
growth studies. For example, one could use the theoretical framework and theorem to analyze
the Southem Bapfist Church growth phenomenon in 18th and 19th century America.
Finally, it is hoped that this study will cause modem Methodists to pause and reflect on
their American origins as they ponder the marvelous work that God wrought though the
patriarchies and matriarchies of early American Methodism. Tmly, eariy American Methodism
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is a giant in the history of American denominationahsm. Methodists and Christians of aU
faith persuasions wiU benefit by reviewing the story of early American Methodism.
On a personal note, this author has been inspired and encouraged through the process of
researching this dissertation. He writes as one who was bom and steeped in the American
hadition ofMethodism. He has a vested interest in its furtherance. It is his ardent desire that
this research project will be a force for renewal and a tool by which God causes his Church to
debate the past, present, and future ofMethodism.
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Appendix
The following tables locate the various circuits that are listed in the Minutes within state
boundaries. On the bottom of each table there is a summary. The numerical progression of the
circuits and Methodism within the states may be determined from these tables.
These tables are essential for this dissertation because they provide the data to determine
membership pattems. No other work duplicates this effort. Unfortunately, there is no
comprehensive historical geography of early American Methodism that shows its development
and progression from the basis of state boundaries or local circuits.
It must be admitted that this has been an inexact process for many reasons. First, the
Minutes contain mathematical errors in the totals. As such, some of the totals in these tables
differ from the totals in the Minutes and in other secondary sources that rely upon the Minutes.
Second, the Minutes frequently omit a circuit from the record for a particular year.
When this occurs, these tables attempt to correct the error by averaging the circuit memberships
of the bracketing years. For example, in 1795, Wilmington, Delaware, was omitted from the
record. The listed memberships for 1794 and 1796 were added together and averaged. The
average is listed on the Delaware table for 1775. To indicate that this is a correction to the
Minutes and an estimation, the averaged number is circled. This process is only used for
hiatuses of one year.
Some omissions are not caused by lost reports or by circuit riders failing to submit a
report to conference. When that happens, the Minutes duplicate the previous year's membership.
On rare occasions an "-" or the words "no report" is inserted. If there is any doubt, the Minutes
for the previous year are consulted to ensure that a preacher was appointed to the omitted circuh.
No circuit totals were listed in the Minutes for 1778 and 1785. The circuit memberships
for 1778 were estimated because blanks appear as zeros on line-charts. Zeros skew the charts
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and give a false impression. Since 1785 comes between two chronological periods, it was
omitted from the tables and graphs in this dissertation.
A third problem relates to locating circuits in one state. Circuits are not churches. They
encompass a geographical area. Many circuits cross state borders. John Wigger, in his decadal
charts, split the reported membership between the involved states when this happens
(1994:347-350). Circuits are moving targets that expand and confract on a yearly basis.
Knowing which circuits cross state boundaries and how much of the circuit resides in each state
is a very difficult task. This author attempts to locate the involved circuit in the state where most
of the circuit resides. For example, the Holston circuit was the first to appear in the tri-state area
ofVirginia, Tennessee, and North Carolina. The Holston River flows between Virginia and
Tennessee. However, the most populated area of the circuit existed in Virginia during the 1780s.
So the circuit is listed on the Virginia tables.'
A fourth problem involved finding circuits that were named after obscure features or
ones that used names that are no longer in use. Roaring River in south-cenfral Kentucky and
Attakapas in lower Louisiana are examples ofthe former and latter. Also, it was difficult to
place some circuits because the circuit name appeared in more than one location. For example,
the Bridgewater circuit is located in south-cenfral New Hampshire. However, there are
Bridgewaters in Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecficut, Maine, and New York. The Tioga circuit
is in south-cenfral Pennsylvania where there is a city by that name. However, on the other side
ofthe border, there is a Tioga County in New York. No circuit was annotated on a state table
unfil it was located on a map and/or referenced in secondary literattire. Most circuit locations
were verified by multiple sources.
'
Many circuits were named after rivers because people settled along the shores of rivers.
A typical circuit would go up one side of a river, cross-over at a boundary, and come back down
the other side of the river.
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The following procedure was employed when locating circuits. First, an attempt was
made to fmd a reference to the circuit in the Minutes for 1796 through 1 801 . During these years
the circuits were listed by state. Lee's history (1 810) was consulted after the Minutes. He
locates most ofthe primary circuits through 1809. He does not include all the circuits and he is
not always correct in his listings. Also, he misspells many names. Next, historical atiases were
consulted. The following historical atlases were most used: Cappon's The Atlas ofEarlv
American History (1976), The American Heritage Pictorial Atias ofthe United States (1966),
and Adam's Atias ofAmerican Historv (1943). If doubt persisted, modem atlases were
consulted. Reader's Digest's, These United States (1968) lists every county, river, municipality,
and countiess other features. Plus, it has a complete index. This was very helpful because it
showed all the different places that a name appears. Fortunately, names remain fairly constant
over the years. Special atlases and state maps were also used when needed.' After this, other
histories ofMethodism were consuhed. These include general histories like Bucke's Historv of
American Methodism (1964) and specific histories like Nickerson's dissertation on New York
Methodism. Also, many of the itinerants' obituaries include the names and locations of circuits
that they served. These are foimd in the Minutes and in histories. When all else failed, the
circuit was haced in the Minutes to see with which circuits it was most associated. As
Methodism matured, the districts in which circuits were located grew smaller and more specific.
For example, the Washataw circuit was never located on a map. It first appeared in the Minutes
^
Special works were consulted for hard to find circuits. The following is a partial list:
National Geographic's Atias ofNorth America (1985), Goins' Historical Atlas of Louisiana
(1980), Andriot's Township Atias ofthe United States (1979), Doran's Atias ofCountv Boundarv
Changes in Virginia 1634 - 1895 (1990), The Hammond-Harwood House Atias ofHistorical
Mans ofMaryland. 1608-1908 (1982), Withington's Kenhickv in Maps (1980), DeLorme
Mapping Company's Virginia Atias and Gazetter (1989), Puetz's Tennessee Countv Maps (1989),
and DeLorme Mapping Company's Ohio Atlas and Gazetter (1995). Historical Atiases for
Pennsylvania, Indiana, Illinois, Mississippi, and Missouri were also referenced to verify the
accuracy of respective tables. Also, navigational charts for the Cumberland, Ohio, and
Teimessee Rivers were consulted.
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of 1 808 and was listed in the Mississippi District. In 1813, the Louisiana District was fomied
and the Washataw circuit was transferred to it. As such, the Washataw circuit is listed in
Louisiana even though it was never located on a map. Unfortunately, some circuits only
survived for a few years or changed their names before they could be pin-pointed with certainty.
When doubt remained after the process was exhausted, the circuit was placed on the most likely
state table and circled.
Regrettably, this procedure did not solve problems caused by misspelled names. The
Minutes spell the circuits like they were pronounced. For example, Opelousas is spelled
Appalousa (a type of a horse) and Cache is spelled Cash. Indian and French names are some of
the worst. Once a circuit was named, the spelling did not change. Finding misspelled circuits is
complicated. One does not know that a circuit is misspelled until he or she discovers the error.
However, one may assume that it is a possibility when the circuit cannot be located by other
means. Some circuits only appear to be misspelled because the orthography ofthe names has
been Americanized over the years. It is for this reason that historical atlases were consulted.
Usually, misspelled circuits were discovered while this author was shidying maps or looking for
the location of another circuit. When a misspelled circuit is discovered, the modem spelling is
listed in a footnote.
 
 
New Jersey
District 1770 1771 1772 1773
1774 1775 1776 1777 1778 1779 1780 1781 1782 1783 1784
Black Wtilte Black Wilte Black Wtilte Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black Black lAhite Blac^ White Blacl< V\hite Black lAhite Black V^iie Biaci- V>/hi(e
New Jersey 200 257 300 150 160 140 IK 512
East Jersey 282 538 450
West Jersey 375 490 513
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 200 0 257 0 300 0 150 0 160 0 0 0 140 0 196 0 512 0 657 0 1028 0 963
Blacks + Wiltes 0 0 0 200 257 300 150 160 0 140 196 512 657 1028 963
Pennsylvania
District 1770 1771 1772 1773 1774 1776 1776
1777 1778 1779 1780 1781 1782 r83 1784
Black White BlacK White Black White Black VWiite Black White Black White Black VWlllB Black Wiile Black Wilts Black While Black. White Black WI iile BlacJ- White Bia.-k VJhite
Ptilisdeiphia 180 204 190 132 96 89 90 281 119 4;o
Cttester 36 74 104 136 90 10O 320
Pennsylvania 271
Little \ary 90 166 IK 50
Lancaster 70
Juniata 40
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 180 0 240 0 264 0 236 0 232 0 0 0 179 0 190 0 361 0 517 0 595 0 560
Blacks + Wtiites 0 0 0 180 240 264 236 232 0 179 190 361 517 595 560
 
 
Virginia
District
1770 1771 1772 1773 1774 1776 1776 1777 1778 1779 1 ?eo 1781 1782 1783 1784
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black While Black White Black While Black White
Virginia 100
Norfolk 73 125 125
Brunsurfck 216 600 151 1 1360 656 454 477 671 417 484
Fairfax 30 350 330 309 351 301 262 310 317
Hanover 270 262 281 361 351 360 162
Pittsylvania 100 150 500 634 600 461 382
Amelia 620 470 506 506 356 -'.17
Sussex 727 655 620 606 400 540 525
Berkley 191 205 306 233 166 116
Fluvanna 300 342 342 320 233
Mecklentxjrg
(name ctianged to
Lundenburg In 79) 498 455 350 355 426 ?93
James City 77
South Branch 434
Isle of Wigtit 366
Amelia &
Buckingham 200
Holstein (Holston) 60 76
Alleghany 291 240
OW-Town 8.
Cumberland 50
Nansemond 327 215
Orange 217
Richmond 168
Portsmouth 191
Amherst 290
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 291 0 955 0 2456 0 3449 0 0 0 3937 0 3928 0 3839 0 4082 0 3699 0 3449
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 100 291 955 2456 3449 0 3937 3928 3839 4082 3699 3449
North Carolina
District 1770 1771 1772 1773 1774 1776 1776 1777 1778 1779 1780 1781 1782 1783 1784
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black While Black Vjhrle Black Black V*iite Black ViAiile Biack Wl-iile Black 'Wiiie
North Cartjilna 683 930
Roan Oak 470 480 470 450 400 49e
Tar River 455 455 358 300 332 426
New Hope 542 455 455 251 183 170
Chariotte 186
Yadkin 21 348 292
Marsh 50 50
Edenton 60
Yadkin &
Pittsylvania 491
Salisbury 30 375
Guilford 314 318
Bertie 6O0 600
Pasquotank
(Pasquotank) 22
Casewell 155
Camden & Banks 350
Wilmington 80
Halifax 272
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 683 930 0 0 0 0 1653 0 1411 0 1393 0 1492 0 2279 0 3543
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 0 0 0 683 930 0 1653 1411 1393 1492 2279 1 3543
 
 
 
Virginia, continued
Olslricl
1786 1787 1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White
Alexandria 40 58 40 60 40 60 47 73 45 65 46 65 51 C7
Norfolk S
Portsmouth 159 109 129 93 105 91 129 93 129 92 120 125
Leesburg 12 55
Pendleton 3 67 3 72 10 87 5 106 5 -12 4 1 1;
Norfolk 154 119
Petersburg 28 52
Richmond S
Manchester 4 23
Northhampton 301 537 296 476 255 412 219 37',
Hanover &
Williamsburg 95 639 95 65C
Holstein & Russell 23 390
Alleghany S Bath 22 424 26 2c;
Total lor Year 370 4064 585 5846 1778 9864 2353 10542 3297 13225 3685 13604 3697 14012 3967 14219 3502 13401 2613 12107 2658 11321 2484 11046 2437 10&''1 2312
Blacks + Whites 4434 6431 11642 12895 16522 17289 17709 18186 16903 14720 13879 13530 1 3408 12832
 
 
Georgia
District
1786 1787 1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White
Georgia 78 20 430
Burke 82 4 297 20 554 43 572 430 10 420 31 523 3 292 22 290
Rictimond 22 345 30 545 29 543 72 501 85 590 111 650 111 650 63 500 62 434 115 548
Wasttingtort 71 707 148 900 132 807 114 621 91 332 118 518 128 389 113 334 81 302 73 379 75 400 78 451
Augusta 87 1 29
Savannati CIr. 3 206 4 323 106 104
Elbert 25 186
Oconee 21 220 18 202
Burke & Oconee 31 523
Burke & Richmond 75 643 127 708
Total for Year 0 78 20 430 93 1134 182 1829 184 2110 233 2017 222 1864 257 1894 270 1562 207 1357 146 1028 148 1022 202 1108 216 1318
Blacks + Whites 78 450 1227 2011 2294 2250 2086 2151 1832 1564 1174 1170 1310 1534
 
 
 
 
 
 
New York
District
1786 1787 1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White BlacK While Black White Black White Black White Black While
New Yori< 28 178 40 235 54 276 78 399 102 522 112 524 130 511 154 639 135 575 155 600 145 641 141 740 147 753 172 646
Long Island 8 146 7 160 9 230 9 215 9 268 17 251 23 266 21 271 34 250 31 226 19 280 25 325 23 358 38 408
New Rochelle 3 522 6 725 774 16 661 11 390 375 11 364 18 375 18 520 12 426
Dutchess 10 3 200 5 405 6 473 7 546 7 381 10 406 7 405 6 391 10 384 10 343 6 318
Columbia 1 60 3 379 3 253 3 226 230 2 251 1 291 243 1 257 1 114 1 224
Cambridge 154 300 260 315 440 412 421 326 400 612 680
Coeyman's Patent 10
Newburgh 4 257 8 324 7 412 6 394 4 397 13 430 13 336 6 357 5 378 4 300 6 316
Albany 3 264 4 242 261 6 388 5 475 369 9 328 5 379 8 406 5 560
Saratoga 100 182 270 160 241 246 241 1 311 409
Ostego 80 207 296 140
Croton 7 318 6 278 283 11 274
Staten Island 3 77 77 70
Heri^lmer 8 142 2 182 301 378 465 482
Delaware 290 325 314 6 344 425 439
Seneca Lal<e 81 133 215 243 272 265
Brooklyn 12 23 15 24 27 23 29 52 25 48
HaricimerS
Otsego 299
New Rochelle &
Croton 7 647 22 670
Albany City 40
Mohawk 118
Oneida 28
Total for Year 36 324 47 395 66 1038 101 2020 130 3236 165 3256 190 3693 206 4184 212 4369 226 4316 218 4041 238 4612 245 5081 276 5681
Blacks + Whites 360 442 1104 2121 3366 3421 3883 4390 4581 4542 4259 4850 5326 5957
 
 
 
 
 
 
Canada
District
1786 1787 1788 1789 1790 1791 1792 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799
Black White Black Whits Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Nova Scotia 510 730 1100 100
Cataraqui 165
Oswegotchle 90 1 152 1 139 2 206 2 206 300
Bay Quintia 4 255 265 1 269 1 446 1 446 3 409
Province of
Canada, Lower
Circuit 116
IVIIdland Cir. 2 216
Passamaquaddy 50
Niagara 1 64 64 140 154 154
Total for Year 0 510 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 730 0 165 4 345 2 1432 2 631 2 472 3 792 3 806 3 863
Blacks + Whites 510 0 0 0 0 730 165 349 1434 633 474 795 809 866
Maryland
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1� 09 1fi10 IS 11 1� 12
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Annamessex 113 173 208 294 260 163 410 389 400 340 464 415 549 742 572 768 626 798 598 780 670 846 685 855 584 812
Annapolis 197 62 256 140 207 133 241 103 230 144 209 96 233 100 201 107 222 106 232 92 254 115 276 148 252 148
Baltimore CIr 78 408 110 468 233 1081 443 1275 272 1120 209 1006 287 1063 158 584 121 536 186 602 191 638 210 706 234 725
Washington City 25 61 32 70 44 94 51 101 46 113 42 88 54 91
Calvert 814 399 922 384 1182 430 1459 593 1623 834 1678 853 1664 757 1644 900 1460 813 1438 744 1553 750 1457 741 1517 740
Caroline 188 477 226 546 220 658 436 1068 376 1054 292 811 400 971 604 1491 318 1147 361 1034 359 998 321 905 337 384
Coecll 322 525 378 691 460 787 668 968 683 913 464 552 493 584 514 615 449 653 535 810 459 760 436 747 338 689
Dorchester 553 680 600 700 592 657 527 659 664 709 827 1040 1198 1481 1304 1569 561 824 498 826 547 861 526 817 540 819
Federal 337 414 362 491 496 521 665 575 569 571 613 654 585 661
Frederick 49 223 180 445 224 520 211 648 185 650 183 658 205 595 259 622 287 604 308 639 316 674 368 839
Hartford 93 270 161 477 224 556 277 576 305 625 293 656 370 781 318 583 306 615 362 578 284 553 273 536 266 556
Kent 379 295 394 373 424 390 452 356 478 304 455 275 559 420 535 401 559 639 551 643 599 614 473 559
Montgomery 247 370 417 697 584 778 640 736 583 621 608 625 668 632 534 631 567 575 580 576 620 617 624 578 552 546
Prince George's 680 153 747 169 857 162 981 181 1086 239 906 265 1038 235 1068 266 950 310 722 330
Queen Ann's 565 496 453 566 460 630 797 815 647 1001 680 1042 707 943 707 943 563 879 817 882 817 821 726 801 723 776
Somerset 137 483 356 983 416 985 349 1003 435 995 509 1010 510 1049 538 1129 621 1224 532 1007 531 978 485 866 445 613
Talbot 393 433 596 504 912 1139 1004 1413 926 1261 849 1150 844 1109 962 1238 963 1137 882 1111 916 1019 859 987 805 869
Baltimore Jov/n
City 304 576 360 747 432 814 482 652 684 1173 702 1205 640 1068 637 1115 700 1137 750 1170 SOO 1238 868 1528
Fell's Point city 48 112 52 156 93 249 123 264 138 277 144 286 144 286 150 300 191 359 204 403
George-Town 37 58 92 110 81 151 107 169 109 196 97 192 118 200 120 190
St. Martin's 487 726 607 807 604 886 687 977 558 906 708 1064 459 718 387 442
George-Tcwin &
Washington City 39 72 47 109 94 205 137 173
Chester-Town &
Kent 407 347
Frederick-Town 45 52 47 65 49 50 47 45 80 59
Baltimore City &
Fell's Point 755 1154
Chester-Town 62 94 57 80
Severn 612 663 505 640 513 544 601 501 629 494 637 487
Fell's Point CIr 203 700 205 707 231 668
St. Mer/s 950 49
Snow Hill 297 553 323 545
Cambridge 766 925 760 843 756 844 677 717 672 687
Prince George &
St. Mary's 848 352 799 386 625 336
St. Martin's &
Snow Hill 691 1138 740 1150 710 1050
Maryland, continued
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Great Falls 226 676 225 680 243 655
Frederick &
Frederick-Town 336 618
Total tor Year 5497 6549 6815 8779 8802 11451 10674 13381 10853 13769 10897 13651 11642 14339 12403 15904 12765 15878 11935 15585 12253 15549 11809 15137 11844 14692
Blacks + Whites 12046 15594 20253 24055 24622 24548 25981 28307 28643 27520 27802 26946 26536
 
Virginia
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 ie 08 ie 09 1filO 1� 11 ie 12
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While
Alexandria 65 64 54 60 61 72 170 315 200 250 183 194 214 180 198 170 205 193 194 280 183 278 160 254 168 252
Alleghany & Bath 19 283 21 327
Ainella 37 445 73 500 70 515 45 460 40 470 40 490 55 594 59 588 58 674 42 827 47 836 45 806 55 750
Amherst 110 400 23 318 93 308 108 469 12 514 125 765 167 664 158 777 155 704 173 901 129 582 101 551 103 502
Bedford 147 440 125 412 108 423 80 427 85 452 267 744 267 795 267 795 228 479 209 473 225 496 186 510 103 455
Berkley 52 417 125 618 66 387 69 436 105 602 65 559 94 515 91 520 106 523 92 528 100 700 117 705 125 773
Bottetourt 39 197 38 151 40 254 64 247 47 350 83 358 98 422 89 376 117 501 98 425 99 514 111 506 99 456
Brunswick 177 413 222 447 173 353 131 406 472 527 175 545 156 550 129 526 87 467 117 453 171 486 163 489 153 475
Clarksburg 4 401 6 514 9 602 5 785 18 791 19 766 28 700
Cumberland 22 300 20 293 13 255 13 255 15 252 33 521 10 572 22 639 55 707 55 744 49 319 11 318 11 286
Fairfax 47 300 48 282 52 261 95 441 172 647 143 619 150 600 188 618 172 648 228 746 269 803 184 330 229 337
Franklin 23 409 27 324 38 317 63 380 75 401 94 464 93 424 96 451 75 467 88 473 75 394 75 423 81 430
Gloucester 93 966 70 838 67 805 44 760 50 1000 46 873 49 910 88 1065 63 1084 95 1021 58 854 50 1057 53 1137
Greenville &
Mecklenburg 363 865 363 767 337 793
Hanover 49 255 80 318 68 316 120 419 130 500 90 420 107 439 115 487 129 516 134 482
Holstein 22 385 22 385 13 188 15 683 52 780 44 755 32 639 52 600 56 624 80 653 20 364 30 410 40 541
Lancaster 149 266 149 266 175 286 164 289 135 326 156 335 131 386 182 554 195 710 107 627 131 618 139 632 130 632
Little Kanawha 60 3 47
New River 21 118 21 118 27 117 43 286 55 299 49 339 37 296 36 380 40 346 31 319 32 273 42 360 46 430
Norfolk &
Portsmouth 155 143 155 150 109 137 242 340 261 390
Northhampton 275 335 325 535 458 587 589 796 546 810
Ohio 10 311 17 504 17 329 18 335 20 420 25 420 26 478 28 478 25 459 33 470 37 500 36 515 50 584
Orange 24 367 29 452 29 452 18 408 20 424 33 505 31 633 92 658 78 708 114 686 58 434 55 424 109 422
Pendleton 4 99 5 150 7 160 5 171 7 342 12 385 14 368 25 364 70 333 60 330 15 315 16 257 18 310
Portsmouth CIr. 206 503 299 550 330 570 366 636 375 650
Richmond 22 28 15 55 16 49 18 42 21 42 37 79 43 90 49 112 45 145 47 192 47 256
Rockingham 27 293 20 259 20 260 72 545 107 682 102 850 134 760 103 616 108 577 113 561 117 575 121 589 154 711
Russell 21 118 21 118 16 151
Stafford 28 255 21 270 21 253 21 206 19 222 19 294 32 306 43 300 45 317 63 343 38 315 40 335
Sussex 146 463 117 430 156 445 192 610 231 650 139 636 160 596 100 646 199 644 220 677 318 816 288 776 190 732
Williamsburg 74 327 57 257 64 236 129 564 147 736 113 783 74 610 58 456 73 623 75 675
Winchester 104 285 115 262 128 280 129 338 209 685 220 598 214 545 192 509 184 537 197 569 161 510 188 530 48 101
Greenbrier 6 348 7 357 8 356 7 400 36 607 41 873 20 544 37 511 38 460 34 589 25 400 27 344 27 331
Hanover &
Williamsburg 136 642 118 519 118 519
Alleghany 14 347 26 428 54 457 79 655 78 823 84 818 93 724 73 635 112 750 118 755 100 671
Virginia, continued
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Clinch 53 500 53 500 55 603 53 661 42 519 47 636 44 655 42 642 63 808 79 888
Greensville 276 620 30 745 300 724 380 808 418 746 428 698 410 625 458 648 392 611 501 748
Mecklenburg 58 174 38 185 40 224 41 219 50 280 53 373 73 406 72 402 83 399 84 392
Norfolk 109 240 136 292 152 281 134 202 156 212 203 243 208 235 198 235
Portsmouth 118 106 119 201 139 194 132 146 126 130 132 143 143 148 148 117
Fredericksburg 12 67 10 52 5 63 6 47
Monongahela 30 656 20 553 20 576 22 730 18 790 18 746
Green Mtns.
(From Mount In
Rockingham Co.) 115 548 lie 508 109 548
Staunton 88 209 63 177 53 193 76 195 72 184 79 180
Randolph 6 180 8 278 8 269 6 366 6 330 10 350
Accomack 462 751 630 1012 672 1238 501 916 589 926 571 857 538 770 534 775
Monroe 15 290 15 324 12 368 15 366 15 400 16 285 16 304
Petersburg 18 37 19 46 18 67 32 57 35 63 60 100 72 95 75 87
Suffolk 348 878 225 805 366 1065 620 1160 592 1265 577 1309 505 1360 455 1196
Glandott
(Guyandot) 25 65 150 5 121 3 136 3 164 60 6 87 8 163
Rocky-Mount 14 164 19 202 27 224 14 246 24 260
Buckingham 49 329 50 317 38 305
Stafford &
Fredericksburgh 52 366
Uttle Kanawha 5 376 5 382 5 340
Saltville (changed
to Abington) 35 258 41 295
Loudon 81 483 82 474
East Wheeling 197 249
Lynchburg 54 153
Leading Creek 100
Stephensburg
(Stevens City) 145 428
Total for Year 2531 10859 2693 11354 2807 10954 3328 13813 3669 16018 3831 17813 4100 19057 4637 20075 4722 19973 4889 20545 5131 20943 4982 21743 5097 22346
Blacks + Whites 13390 14047 13761 17141 19687 21644 23157 24712 24695 25434 26074 26725 27443
North Carolina
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 IfS09 1 310 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black While Black While Black White Black White Black While
Banks:
Mattamuskeet 22 213 22 213 5 453 14 165 13 125 4 107 8 169 21 311 93 473 91 541
Bertie 188 371 191 331 201 360 190 368 194 388 166 479 215 590 251 620 251 620 236 634 243 592 197 599 235 627
Blanden 114 730 130 653 217 543 418 633 511 722 22 1031 430 1301 375 1222 108 281 267 625 135 170 174 542 163 428
Camden 506 412 500 373 500 365 500 365 305 312 309 315 434 531 430 533 410 583 352 522 353 602 406 621 524 741
Caswell 120 515 120 520 59 465 123 621 118 599 118 568 86 525 58 534 54 525 82 495 51 472 86 509 102 569
Trent 514 1140 745 850
Contentney 39 167 13 126 11 102 10 114 5 105
Goshen 3 235 3 235 3 235 11 176 69 251
Guilford 39 685 39 541 25 615 70 961 62 899 33 687 65 678 36 702 75 789 80 802 68 747 66 752 60 661
Haw River 69 244 44 270 62 288 298 61 359 130 341 157 397 153 435 85 243 116 254 123 313 115 397 129 393
Newt)em 243 280 243 280 242 308 109 251 387 278 250 30 390 30 512 102 580 201 450 137 365 135 250 121 447 100
Pamllico 23 173 19 131 60 177 27 191 18 158 30 350 49 352 53 360 42 353 123 541 27 332
Roan-Oak 287 222 330 405 467 471 202 596 330 530 528 692 505 702 488 556 347 522 378 602 417 579
Salisbury 23 471 17 417 32 367 32 437 30 427 16 405 26 459 24 495 29 512 33 622 42 626 38 682 22 698
Swanino 8 226 1 100 93 1 147 11 258 11 300
Tar River 126 491 43 447 72 497 31 500 76 582 88 737 115 696 316 973 161 653 214 626 221 601 226 617 241 713
Wilmington 231 48 360 60 376 56 478 54 300 24 405 22 330 26 356 34 294 30 279 36 617 53 640 61 704 94
Yadkin 20 459 16 409 16 441 16 541 28 555 31 697 124 731 100 723 39 248 69 249 65 345 50 340 49 308
Morganton 7 144 16 220 18 373 72 382 32 409 33 370 23 275 17 307 21 312 25 315 29 344 19 323
Pamlico & Roan
Oak 278 410 273 410
1 rent, Goshen &
Contentnoy 125 700
Lincoln 48 267 61 310 92 460 95 585 117 542 120 652
Buncombe 13 207 13 227 14 225 4 292 7 223 22 328 15 373
Lincoln & Catawba 131 768 115 775
Trent & Goshen 380 821 738 1216 759 1323
Kocky Kiver &
Montgomery 116 706
Rocky River 108 331 70 348 76 356 48 375 91 572 111 614
Montgomery 74 623 74 623 47 503 55 544 55 578 61 583
Brunswick 340 752 313 697 468 757 399 677 380 682
Catawba 124 498 164 546
Iredell 63 560 63 604 62 639 49 663 29 576
Raleigh 69 443 52 431 97 502 103 541 166 437
Edenton 9 9 60 15 152 39 140 70
Straits 40 321
North Carolina, continued
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Neuse 83 199 53 211 72 176 53 167
Banl(s & Islands 69 276
sflutn aiflfe �
Neuse 85 241
Fayetteville 87 110 120 125 162 130
Mattamuskeet 15 200
MSttamUSk^t,
Banks & Islands 70 282 82 408
Beaufort 591 533 492 541
New River 350 496 160 416
Black River 98 230 112 122
Washington 28 24
Raleigh City 44 32
Total for Year 2061 5942 2027 5529 2100 5818 2370 6540 2769 6914 2017 7882 3401 9693 4261 11173 4324 11601 4248 12008 4683 11695 5067 12510 5294 12393
Blacks + Whites 8003 7556 7918 8910 9683 9899 13094 15434 15925 16256 16378 17577 18459
South Carolina
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Slack White
Broad River 62 604 90 525 70 533 97 894
Bush River 31 328 46 435 46 435 46 435 56 458 89 512 167 810 135 837
Charleston 440 60 428 54 432 57 679 69 700 65 903 62 1000 62 749 80 1145 122 1650 150 1808 145 2223 226 3128 282
Edisto 126 572 177 756 74 400 53 560 144 678 188 793 219 786 215 845
Georgetown 223 10 287 15 402 58 513 76 565 105 774 44 772 68 816 85
Great Pee-dee 64 212 64 311 28 335 32 373 40 442 294 466 384 733 374 750
Little Pee-dee &
Anson 68 603 107 759 75 809 80 1023 166 1441 273 1179
Santee & Catawba 239 470 206 474 186 479 195 700 397 769 478 838
Seleuda 30 461 29 332 32 414 39 515 40 500 42 511
Cherokee 79
Bush River S
Cherokee 15 270
Orangeburg &
Edisto 164 544 144 582 114 712 196 794
Bush River &
Keewee 36 430 43 732 56 810 25 353
Gr. Pee-dee &
Georgetown 444 265 674 587 745 835 707 655 714 440
Eadree 111 886 113 917 119 860 87 904 128 902 163 889 129 706 156 571 156 729
Cypress 100 600 142 822 224 855 326 1006 447 975 597 1190
Columbia 55 4 70 20 89 114 137 103 112 16 152 104 117 121 143 188 134
Sandy River 20 300
Orangeburg 17 406
Reedy River 34 442 34 442 68 600 56 529 51 524 31 500 53 514
Keewee 30 432 18 440 56 440 26 455 36 531 23 573 21 544
Edisto & Cypress 174 806
Congoree
(Congaree) 101 446 113 504 158 592
Santee 376 241 517 360 561 406 698 575 1038 667 1052 738 889 708
Little Pee-dee 135 893 97 958 107 783 49 867 77 844 61 700 121 781
Wateree 194 565 153 557 198 611
Black Swamp 55 96
Camden 518 93
Union 48 421 65 493 77 500 70 533 69 584 10 370 9 348 9 348 15 392 31 503 37 556 49 636 54 698
Total for Year 1331 3820 1455 3777 1496 4069 1747 5571 2300 6653 2647 6009 2617 5195 2590 5939 3131 6229 3827 6551 5246 7922 5971 8520 7676 9489
Blacks + Whites 5151 5232 5565 7318 8953 8656 7812 8529 9360 10378 13168 14491 17 65
Georgia
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 If 09 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Augusta 9 61 9 61 13 67 20 61 14 72 17 80 17 100 13 62 19 81 16 80 19 64 29 75
Burice 36 297 34 290
Richmond 115 548 81 475
Washington 92 497 78 536 40 376 78 515 59 415 34 341 74 359
Oconee 61 95 252 333 677 290 832 300 905
St. Mary's 14 1 12 20 7 100 10 198 17 125 14 102 4 110 56 233 21 68 24 124 6 45
Appalachee 15 210 24 324 599 49 848 52 646 58 745 72 743 148 1326 259 1238 161 949
Ogeechee 1 101 2 110 5 277 61 419
Little River 113 664 132 894 144 938 121 962 131 870 129 906 130 864 153 904 250 1222 236 754 229 772
Broad River 123 788 139 966 122 871 108 809 129 768 138 789 141 827 170 949 192 1036 178 1034 225 1111
Sparta 295 938 326 907 366 987 288 917 295 786 320 727 321 661
Louisville 78 645 56 536 81 558 121 529 77 507 116 606
Milledgeville CIr 14 111 28 265 49 509 108 576 132 657 144 691
Savannah 7 5 7 4 7 9 2 3
Oakmulgie
(Oculgee) 5 129 19 265 38 332
Ohoopee 27 131 20 156 34 150
Alcovi 44 486 97 756 97 770
Augusta, Louisville
& Savannah 149 594
Appalachee &
Jackson 180 1002
Wan-en 154 617
Satlilla 8 120
Warren &
Warrenton 135 825
Milledgville 32 106
Totai for Year 252 1403 202 1437 361 2094 650 3052 582 3689 666 4221 719 4092 748 4158 888 4816 1086 5966 1409 6681 1497 7013 1652 7575
Blacks + Whites 1655 1639 2455 3702 4271 4887 4811 4906 5704 7052 8090 8510 9227
Kentucky
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Danville 67 339 74 526 108 714 81 850 53 637 51 614 49 685 36 652 33 662 65 624 44 654 97 800 80 884
Hinltstone 4 283 4 314 4 345 12 458 30 500 27 527 25 565 19 603 51 674 56 688 53 700 103 760 85 845
Lexington 15 273 26 304 38 336 53 356 36 415 68 636 44 714 70 746 81 618 24 624 66 818 48 552 70 733
Limestone 20 417 19 470 18 523 16 702 26 940 37 1023 13 967 20 1186 90 1168 78 1128 58 500 26 539 65 522
Salt River 2 147 7 284 80 380 9 315 9 364 11 351
Shelby 7 167 22 545 65 514 78 600 88 808 103 797
SaK River & Shelby 12 416 15 518 24 851 30 871 43 852 40 895 61 800
Barren 115 224 309 3 345 12 328 12 380 23 550 20 571 30 603 26 544
Green River 33 484 30 542 31 613
Cumberiand 45 74 4 114 4 119 4 146
Livingston 2 101 5 160 9 263 13 334 18 384 24 325 39 388 45 458 52 573
Wayne 8 292 27 392 27 453 19 461 26 581 31 758 13 394 17 442 18 425
Red River 20 289 47 450 27 500 28 456 22 514 89 352 364 58 384 99 478
LeMngton Town 30 47 8 53
Hartford 15 305 15 300 16 303 16 320 17 387 9 210 22 352 62 481
Roaring River 21 237 29 288 24 386 41 460 56 499 49 419 44 497 61 658
Licking 6 172 7 194 8 176 17 196 14 242 20 242 20 331
Dixon 50 441 85 687 95 730 71 712
Fleming 26 692 22 613 25 620
Henderson 18 147 184 10 165
Eagle Creek 14 69
Sandy River 64 18 284
Goose Creek (in
Louisville off ofthe
Ohio River) 43 759
Total for Year 115 1626 135 2030 183 2436 186 3332 204 4227 358 5571 290 6104 304 6544 459 6782 675 7540 618 8299 780 9175 954 10921
Blacks + Whites 1741 2165 2619 3518 4431 5929 6394 6848 7241 8215 8917 9955 11� 75
Tennessee
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White
Cumberiand 247 18 417 39 588
Green 22 434 26 517 30 601
Nollichul(ie 35 659 31 636 22 627 29 514 22 576 22 491 22 491 18 449 7 430 17 456
French-Broad 24 683 14 648 12 642 19 478 16 554 19 600 16 694 31 442 30 599 49 910
Nashville/Red
River 106 742
Nashville 87 637 119 603 97 697 118 677 137 851 104 949 133 982 133 1229 50 500
Powell's Valley 70 156 1 145 4 185 3 153 11 239 26 239 27 370 37 468
Carter's Valley 4 10 209 11 214 9 211 19 206 16 180 7 180
Duck River 5 190 12 237 16 401 40 400
Elk River 5 121 29 196 61 289 55 570
Watauga 31 170
Tennessee Valley 6 375 30 420 21 330
Richland 7 163
Total for Year 22 681 44 934 69 1189 165 2084 132 1991 153 2028 146 1838 170 2201 192 2309 172 2895 305 3296 320 3918 283 3977
Blacks + Whites 703 978 1258 2249 2123 2181 1984 2371 2501 3067 3601 4238 4260
Ohio
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1� 09 1� 10 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Miami 1 98 151 200 414 5 501 5 752 1 911 2 1280
Scioto 1 157 1 202 1 267 354 10 406 474 18 582 10 662 15 916 4 685 4 744 4 907 4 907
Musl<ingum &
Hockliocl<in 109
West Wheeling 1 265 1 394 2 500 1 548 5 730 8 857 4 819 4 819 4 806 5 10O5 5 1150
Muskingum 3 150
Muskingum &
Little Kanawha
(WVA) 4 106 5 163 3 185 1 210 4 270 4 286 4 286
Deerfield 16 30
Hockhockin 100 258 1 410 2 671 2 549 5 765 3 818 767
Mad River 1 332 1 531 3 636 826 9 969 641
Miami & Mad River 12 722 4 879
Licking 2 361
Fairfield 5 427 6 579 4 422 8 454
Deer Creek 14 514 17 784 24 801 21 103
Wills Creek 125 201 4 324 11 466
Cincinnati 3 818 5 945 5 812
White Oak 1 766 1 1047 1073
Marietta 149 4 365 386
Knox 2 358 3 515
Letart Falls 1 196 3 207
Tuskaraws
(Tuscarawas) 79 142
Hartford 3 334
Union 690
Enon 306
Pickaway 8 761
Delaware 345
Trumbull 1 444
Total for Year 2 255 1 462 5 882 5 1268 22 1686 16 2217 29 2811 30 3644 29 4373 41 5537 38 6491 66 8519 69 9402
Blacks + Whites 257 463 887 1273 1708 2233 2840 3574 4402 5578 6529 8585 9471
Mississippi
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Natchez 60 80 100 2 85 2 100 62 74 72 132 58 94 47 117 52 65 52 65 70 110 49 137
Willienson 1 70 80 9 93 5 77 8 110 13 58
Claiborne 33 102 33 98 40 91 40 91 41 97 48 101
Aniit (Amite) 19 151
Total for Year 0 60 0 80 0 100 2 85 2 100 62 74 72 132 92 266 80 295 101 249 97 233 119 317 129 447
Blacks + Whites 60 80 100 87 102 136 204 358 375 350 330 436 576
Illinois
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Illinois 67 120 110 2 218 3 272 354 341 411
Massack
(Massac) 15
Cash Creek
(Cache) 71
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 67 0 120 0 110 2 218 3 272 0 354 0 356 0 482
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 0 0 67 120 110 220 275 354 356 482
Louisiana
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 181 1 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Orieans Territory 43
Appalousa
(Opelousas) 17
Washataw &
Appalousa 40 30 30 30
Rapids (Rapides) 20
Washataw 12
Martinville) 7 34
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 17 0 40 0 30 0 30 0 73 7 66
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 17 40 30 30 73 73
Indiana
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White
White Water 67 1 165 3 349 5 479 5 633 567
Silver Creel< 188 1 234 2 395 6 375
Vincennes 1 42 3 122 3 170
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 67 1 165 3 537 7 755 10 1150 9 1112
Blaclts -1- Whites 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 67 166 540 762 1160 1121
Missouri
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Maramacl<
(Merarnec) 6 44 3 49 354 21 149 147
Missourie
(Missouri) 56 109 102 4 137 172
Cold Water 39 75 7 80 7 83
Cape Girrideau
(Girardeau) 2 52 100 76
New Madrid 30 27
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 100 3 197 2 583 32 496 7 505
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 106 200 585 528 512
Alabama
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Flint 4 175 12 276 9 339
Tombeckbee
(Tombigee) 15 71 14 120 14 126
Total for Year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 19 246 26 396 23 465
Blacks + Whites 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 265 422 488
Delaware
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Dover 439 717 855 1308 824 1407 852 1486 818 1248 496 677 746 940 730 1133 654 1049 595 965 691 889 465 776 471 787
Milford 381 822 507 1211 465 1173 365 920 341 861 374 1045 426 1351 414 1071 339 960 356 800 351 756 366 702
Wilmington 47 87 85 157 117 125 98 113 96 112 104 99 145 126 134 132 137 137 178 142
Broadkiln & Milford 709 2107
Lewistowne
(Lewes) 479 1327 403 1172 448 987 404 1007 475 1122 428 990 397 917 351 774 331 755 372 904
Duck Creek 586 669
Smyrna 663 753 675 988 681 935 746 927 691 856 650 940 648 887
Total for Year 867 1626 1447 2676 1650 3639 1894 4099 1586 3340 1871 3194 2187 3745 2402 4706 2281 4144 2222 3895 2223 3451 1934 3364 2035 3422
Blacks + Whites 2493 4123 5289 5993 4926 5065 5932 7108 6425 6117 5674 5298 5457
Pennsylvania
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 IE 08 ItJ09 1�ilO U 11 1812
Black White Black White Black While Black While Black While Black White Black While Black While Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Bristol 7 166 12 208 12 208 17 215 15 222 15 222 24 225 29 244 34 266 60 327 100 431 94 375 94 495
Carilsle 6 213 12 327 33 440 39 564 39 564 45 511 55 527 60 575 59 535 51 536 54 576 46 606 44 525
Chester &
Strasburg 10 402 20 470 32 504 39 575
Huntingdon 4 215 1 213 417 1 587 260 271 1 398 395 3 398 174 1 357 298 313
Northunbertand 244 215 175 2 251 3 430 2 400 5 518 1 342 1 430 532 586 622 1 588
Pittsburgh 8 470 7 462 7 582 7 521 14 601 308 312 2 379 395 10 405 16 412 16 508 20 147
Philadelphia 257 407 448 707 456 721 522 773 647 821 738 950 711 1078 792 1378 874 1503 826 1595 933 1544 1061 1629 1340 1708
Redstone 8 375 8 355 9 306 8 371 13 528 21 555 17 531 22 622 19 666 18 660 17 525 32 620 33 847
Tioga 202 136 185 150 362 362 1 356 276 2 322 2 341 393 4 443 2 484
Wyoming 193 191 3 315 300 446 476 523 440 551 360 363 377 1 404
Erie 37 65 109 168 349 647 665 646 706 501 585
Shenango 119 130 236 206 1 277 1 309 275 282 283 306 436
Academy 102
Lancaster 37 459 52 456 45 481
Dauphin 97 2 121 4 123 12 256 49 382 53 374 47 359 37 396 5 313 5 338 4 360
Lycoming 8 522 10 530 14 553 14 557 2 428 2 472
Chester 140 728 143 622 102 592 65 524 82 611 83 700 103 421 101 558 125 689
Lyttleton 5 413 4 418 2 453 3 392 5 392 2 406 323 42 348 48 325
Junlatta 40 50 3 105 4 123 155 362 154 3 150 3 170
Bald Eagle 7 192
Greenfield 517 3 521 2 645 572 3 467 4 520 8 584 9 564
Erie & Deerfieid OH 555
Antalany 18 67 42 65
AUCKWniCK
(Aughwick) 2 159 3 172 3 198 3 192 3 181
Bedford 2 71 1 116 96
Misnannon
(Moshannon)
Northampton
3 42 6 40
179
Connellsville 10 640
Nornampton &
Antalany 6 146
Lancaster 8
Total for Year 300 2887 508 3321 552 4236 637 4667 880 5942 980 6473 974 7353 1049 8379 1138 8802 1109 8981 1289 9234 1473 9741 1796 10704
Blacks + Whiles 3187 3829 4788 5304 6822 7453 8327 9428 9940 10090 10523 11214 12� 00
New Jersey
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 16 09 1� 10 18 11 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Biack White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Bethel 30 736 24 704 24 822
Burilngton 29 623 33 667 45 833 56 862 62 951 61 875 56 819 48 823 51 931 32 941 41 925 32 866 31 250
Elizabeth Town 5 252 11 285 17 490 31 550 21 502 22 455 22 487 15 499 13 577 22 656
Flanders 1 235 1 220 6 369 6 544 8 503 7 571
Freehold 31 316 28 336 29 339 26 391 32 418 31 380 55 365 27 303 30 411 53 762 78 866 53 786 63 736
Salem 63 494 61 684 80 823 81 785 81 764 79 850 111 884 152 1255 150 772 159 746 185 890 202 825 200 980
Trenton 14 201 14 191 12 226 47 258 63 350 68 325 59 362 65 352 76 410 93 445 80 475 78 488 45 212
Cape-May 50 3 47 5 85 5 93
Gloucester 65 711 71 646 76 630 76 644 75 930 70 890 90 952 92 982 23 938 25 1136
Asbury 5 599 4 550 3 606 3 567 7 644 8 775 11 494
Cumberiand 11 700 11 700 16 814 36 913 45 949
Elizabeth Town &
Staten Island 26 718 37 729
Camden 76 114 86 304
Sussex 11 587
Essex 13 381
Bergen 27 395
New Brunswick 30 190
New Mills 33 857
Total for Year 173 2857 172 2987 213 3952 315 4148 343 4219 349 4179 384 4160 386 4712 404 5297 463 5769 525 6314 545 6434 620 7471
Blacks + Whites 3030 3159 4165 4463 4562 4528 4544 5098 5701 6232 6839 6979 8091
New York
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 If 08 If 09 If 10 If 11 1� 12
Black White Black White Black Wtilte Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black While Black White
Albany City 40 8 46 6 57 5 66 5 73 4 81 4 90 16 85 17 91 15 108 13 101 13 116 15 137
Albany CIr 4 704 6 540 9 740 12 775 19 908 4 674 4 628 12 632 11 755 11 782 5 688 6 604 8 507
Brooklyn 20 34 28 36 29 42 29 42 31 42 30 44 42 94 71 154 85 168 93 162 85 170 73 133 70 140
Cambridge 2 701 2 510 3 523 1 364 2 377 398 1 367 420 486 647 1 672 12 656 10 646
Chenango 227 2 329 320 425 395 470 386 414 419 455 383 1 560 412
Columbia 1 143 1 121
Delavi/are 380 1 549 1 418 451 2 513 2 586 1 568 1 583 3 702 670 4 688 3 652 4 701
Dutchess 11 310 15 321 14 398 13 393 16 480 21 736 31 839 40 1077 32 1034 29 956 21 496 24 530
Herkimer 294 371 431 4 441 1 210 1 277 1 264 1 317 1 275 1 490 1 421 2 430 2 370
Long Island 30 360 45 366 50 368 39 494 38 400 50 439 87 538 95 615 76 637 93 670 84 779
Mohawk 242 280 180
Newburgh 351 10 407 12 409 19 446 10 474 19 540 16 584 14 612 6 425 4 450 4 434 4 461
New Hocheiie s
Croton 16 728 14 736 26 837 29 911
New York 131 645 150 685 211 726 248 747 268 750 240 700 365 691 392 1071 424 1330 469 1531 490 1710 530 1924 540 2054
Oneida & Cayuga 209 270
Plattsburgh 107 247 325 350 461 468 1 449 1 416 1 404 2 576 3 615 4 496 488
Saratogo 444 2 465 2 580 3 535 323 4 363 2 340 3 300 4 310 8 324 5 455 4 478 2 489
Seneca 221 270 5 282 10 354 10 209 7 322 1 209 2 223 228 1 267 1 361 2 479 3 600
Unldllla 103 125
Ulster 98 8 422 5 438 3 410 4 364 337 414 514 5 564 4 464 433 5 446
Westem 185 322 249 281 2 258 1 350 1 300 262 1 343 1 276 1 253
Oneida 92
Cayuga 10 270 10 344 9 369 10 446 8 342 6 350 7 400 8 419 8 400 8 432 8 420
Dutchess &
Columbia 12 432
Otsego (Oswego) 393 297 338 359 374 447 2 430 3 478 3 494 3 490
Westmoreland 152 1 461 1 437 440 2 520 472 507 601 1 634 620
Chatham 7 704 7 578 6 541 6 547 11 600
Croton 454 420 1 573 20 590 15 652 19 588 21 579 22 511 19 543
New Rochelle 13 460 13 425 30 538 60 650 75 800 62 535 74 510 63 490 56 464
Black River 95 219 245 256 465 476 1 579 1 610 2 620
Montgomery 393 325 479 444 380 378 2 492 3 547 3 544
Lyons 10 217 3 228 3 314 2 422 10 514 10 641 11 812
NewDurgn s
Haverstraw 21 573
Pompey 174 246 388 490 4 501 2 476 487 513 3 554
Ontario 206 223 4 253 16 343 18 470 639 15 670 12 687 12 685
New York, continued
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black While Black White Black While Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Haverstraw 10 145 20 204 306 19 314 25 370 28 285 24 331
Canestio
(Canisteo) 139 2 193 2 198 222 225 2 230
New Lebanon 2 660
Lebanon 1 507 1 507 3 619 370
Schenectady 9 178 4 248 6 452 7 507 2 436
Scipio 214 200 400 1 374 1 417 1 404 456
Holland Purchase
(NW corner) 50 90 260 365 663
Courtlandt 6 582 19 602 19 560 22 310
New Windsor 10 516 13 523 8 503 9 584
Canaan 218 248 273 126
Staten Island 14 261
Suffolk 7 326
Jamaica 99 530 104 618
Rhinebeck 10 476 8 497
Thurman 177 172
Malone 61 85
St. Lawrence 84 144
Mexico 2 430 1 320
Ticonderoga 68 141
Suffolk & Sag-
Harbour 6 243
Total for Year 215 6140 284 6750 384 7764 428 8448 438 9845 407 10152 625 11254 752 12926 836 15048 886 17001 937 18116 982 19593 984 20242
Blacks + Whites 6355 7034 8148 8876 10283 10559 11879 13678 15884 17887 19053 20575 21226
Connecticut
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Utchfield 1 314 281 1 307 1 340 2 278 2 309 2 342 3 408 4 435 4 464 1 399 1 455 1 491
Middletown 4 252 2 278 1 314 3 307 5 250 4 261 4 260 4 293 10 326 20 381 17 397 24 466 12 445
New London 18 327 16 338 15 365 15 384 17 365 20 361 20 354 19 354 19 521 17 632 14 619 15 555
Pomfret 1 181 1 251 248 1 211 1 206 1 193 190 1 218 1 240 209 213 215
Redding 227 191 227 307 437 1 449 2 407 2 479 6 567 5 667 7 709 6 740
Tolland 1 245 4 292 2 200 1 172 242 231 262 299 2 275 294 2 388 3 375 2 349
New London &
Pomfret 18 501
New Haven 12 41
Redding & South
Brittain 1 456
South Brittain 1 50
Total for Year 25 1546 24 1543 21 1637 20 1739 23 1802 25 1828 29 1917 29 1951 38 2087 50 2467 42 2692 49 2837 48 2836
Blacks + Whites 1571 1567 1658 1759 1825 1853 1946 1980 2125 2517 2734 2886 2884
Massachusetts
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1605 1806 1607 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black Wl-ilte Black Wl-iite Black Vitiile
Boston 6 66 10 65 6 60 7 179 20 199 23 228 23 236 20 229 30 310 24 313 24 306 24 361 23 214
Granville 300 410 234 340 1 294 150 226 374 368 381 3 352 5 323 2 317
Lynn 94 89 82 121 126 139 170 170 170 116 245 246 230
Marblehead 26 26 36 58 53 1 77 1 84 81 95 112 112 114
lulartha's Vineyard 73 1C�
Merfimaok 65 62 46
Needham 153 136 155 143 2 143 139 150 147 185 210 1 264 247 249
Nantucket 65 80 84 2 92 2 90 3 114 2 128 4 124 4 124 8 158 8 146 9 150 12 292
Pittsfieid 602 2 598 4 639 2 609 223 2 353 6 672 6 762 5 647 7 618 8 V� 3 445
Province Tcwim 137 127 127 100 100 117 1 117
Sandwich 63 60 60 66 50 69 90 87 107 7 134 150
Adams 1 268 265 265
Wilbraham 105
Northfield 31 47
Norton 176 252
Salisbury 48 43 1 97 93
Ashbumham 231 1 224 2 204 2 227 2 241 2 227 2 260 265 270 2 273
Salisbury &
Kingston 60 60
(klarblehead &
Ipswich 1 54
Buckland 86 118 120 126 134
Scituate 21 24 34 51 47
Salisbury & Salem 105
Harwich 1 125 140 141 1K 164 80
Poplin 129
Norton & Easton 80 80 95 111 97
Poplin & Salem 164 348 243 248
New Bedford 30 50 50 49 50
Falmouth 62 106 100
Salisbury, Poplin
& Salem 1 279
Sandvwch &
Scituate 6 176 138
Somerset 57
Salisbury &
Greenland 213 165
Easton &
Mansfield 133
Somerset, Warren
& Newport 113
Wellfleet & Tnjro 96
Total for Year 6 1571 12 1653 11 1896 11 2428 26 1587 29 1487 31 2138 34 2638 43 2965 46 3272 50 3257 46 3504 43 3600
Blacks + Whites 1577 1665 1907 2439 1613 1516 2169 2672 3008 3318 3307 3550 3643
Rhode Island
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1� 10 18 11 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Greenwicti 43 43
Rhode Island 2 52 2 52 60 2 77
Warren 1 129 1 129 1 36 40
One Circuit 6 306
Providence 4 129 5 294 104 104
Bristol 84 96 80
Providence & R 1. 2 298 36 34
Bristol, Somerset
& Warren 125 136 2 211
Newport 18 19 26 55
Bristol & Somerset 144
East Greenwich 87 90 97 2 114 2 154 2 107
Portsmouth Cir. 220 260 72
Providence &
Smithfield 141 190 138 281
Bristol & Warren 112
Bristol &
Portsmouth 12 292
New Market &
Portsmouth 87
Total for Year 3 224 3 224 6 306 4 129 5 378 2 423 0 172 0 387 1 405 2 681 2 731 4 575 14 767
Blacks + Whites 227 227 312 133 383 425 172 387 406 683 733 579 781
New Hampshire
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1809 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Chesterfield 145 2 226 205
Hawke 26 45 38 68 74 90
Hanover 1 58 258 272 99 180 159 142
Landaff 53 192 164 136 382 290 313 293 295 274 404 446
Landaff &
Wentworth 250
Dorchester 165
Sandown 89
Hanover &
Grantham 203
Tuflenborough 37 47 89 125 205 229 220
Grantham & Unity 176 221
Centre Harbour 141 152 136 172 205 246
Loudon 74
Grantham 238 202 178 221 256 1 244
Pembroke 72 72 123 130 158 166
Conway 35 62 74 71 72 91
Bridgewater 54 57 1 93 95 93 94 98 205 287
Northfield 42
Canaan 155 170
Rochester 34 36
Canaan &
Bridgewater 337
Tuflenborough &
Rochester 326
Sandwich 204
Non�ay Rains 91
Total for Year 0 224 3 521 0 665 0 644 0 635 1 877 0 1137 0 1151 0 1168 0 1334 0 1541 0 1799 1 1749
Blacks + Whites 224 524 665 644 635 878 1137 1151 1168 1334 1541 1799 1750
Maine
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 IE 09 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Batti & Union 173 197
Nonidgwocl< 166 188 170 205 204 197 224 190 185 226 130 1 125 1 135
Penobscot 213 207 232 294 400 375 297 72 83 95
Portland 230 249 51 1 63 1 112 2 140 2 169 3 159 3 159 2 168
Readfield 310 384 327 364 381 515 221 179 224 221 200 209 205
Union River 105 109 98 99 112 111 99 70 70 67
Bethel 52 50 50 46 116 117 108 108 84 87 106 109
Falmouth 139 179 262 199 213 267 211 291 201 240 233
Poland 101 109 121 111 116 123 135 183 203 203 166
Hallowell 100 107 150 161 2 187 2 115 2 117 117 162 153 150
Bath 28 29
Union 169 111 163 206 211 205 205 227 269 239 231
Bristol 200 188 155 149 185 193 203 205 236 234
Livermore 304 347 295 288 288 259 226
Bowdoinham 1 74 1 129 1 211 1 100 1 202
Scart>orough 73 85 86 134 131 132 124 122
Durham 101 118 1 327 292 1 314 298
Vesselborough 76 68 100 166 140 156
Omngton 114 192 200 318 305 301
Hamden 180 183 206 310 300 296
Palmira (Palmyra) 1 39
George-Town 55 56 59 53
Boothbay 12 21 39 33
Industry 224 250 237
Total for Year 0 1197 0 1386 0 1414 0 1747 1 2101 1 2399 4 2497 4 2558 5 2780 4 3146 3 3495 5 3543 3 3447
Blacks ��� Whites 1197 1386 1414 1747 2102 2400 2501 2562 2785 3150 3498 3548 3450
Vermont
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 ie 09 1810 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Essex 247
Vergennes 1 342 1 172 187 227 3 268 240 240 3 323
Vershire 270 354 395 2 473 230 224 193 149 165 202 248 230 210
Wethersfield 64 2 232 2 186 360 327 365 1 340 1 416 2 416 510
Whitingham 92 119 200 2 286 2 296 333 1 335 1 387 1 376 375 1 385 1 387 410
Brandon 2 283 2 290 295 351 388 360 395 431 1 558 1 644 408 1 586
Barnard 40 161 238 245 306 277 327 349 380 360
Fletcher 1 401 2 418 1 382 402 467 530 450 421 450 6 467 518 569
Lunenburg 58 124 210 221 186 152 226 167 180 1 210 215
Athens 132 148 171 162 149 140 144 170 196 201 188
Woodstocl^ 83
Charlotte 3 303 3 323 6 454 396 3 333
Wethersfield &
Woodstock 350 384 380
Barre 2 337 306 346 342 347 312 335 318 309
Stanstead 18 2 124 1 119 3 102 2 129 4 196 4 234
Danville 40 73 130 132 140 114 2 134 1 169 1 274 273
Rochester 69
Grand Isle 152 108 139 176 181 199 211 324 274 261
Dunham 291 307 264 319 335 335
Barnard &
Rochester 362
Pownal 277 4 502 7 550 6 628
MIddlebury 60 60
Manchester 130
Barnard & White
River 400
Total for Year 1 1015 6 1601 6 2110 5 2715 7 3093 0 3296 1 3353 6 3763 5 3844 10 4234 22 5148 16 5263 14 5521
Blacks + Whites 1016 1607 2116 2720 3100 3296 3354 3769 3849 4244 5170 5279 5535
Canada
District
1800 1801 1802 1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 1808 1t 09 ie 10 1811 1812
Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White
Niagara 3 409 491 500 4 516 4 700 4 791 550 657 527 527
Bay-Quintie 204 3 517 3 515 2 508 2 654 2 694 2 647 2 630 4 618 655 655
Oswegotchle 320 330 4 300 300 2 439 2 455 2 556 2 527
Ottawha 45 47 73 89 95 105 105 117 116 116 116 97
Niagara & Long
Point 320 620 650
Bay Quintie &
Smith's Creek 4 460 76 100 105 130 125 120 120
Bay Quintie &
Home District 6 525
Quebec 13 35 40 26 26
Montreal 7 12 20 20 20 16 28 28 35 52
St. John's &
Sorielle
Home District 130 70
Long Point 1 128 125 120 156 196 195 180
Lisbon 30
Young Street &
Smith's Creek 80
Magog 83 1 93
Young Street 30 45 45 102 111 95 95
St. Lawrence 20 1 42 2 63 2 64
Cornwall 35 40 40
Augusta 2 345 2 345 404 450 450
Ancaster 300 320
Three Rivers 8 18
St. Francis River 47 120
Ancaster & Long
Point 569 569
Total for Year 3 933 4 1155 10 1492 3 1677 6 1774 4 1866 9 2170 8 2367 9 2351 6 2534 6 2711 0 2658 0 2711
Blacks + Whites 936 1159 1502 1680 1780 1870 2179 2375 2360 2540 2717 2658 2711
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